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PREFATORY NOTE

To all those who extended help or advice during the years
of research necesstated by this work, due acknowledgment
is here made, in particular to the late A. R. Orage, Mrs.
Arnold Bennett, Mrs. Tertia Kennerley, Mr. W. W.
Kennerley, Mrs. E. Vernon, and Mr. and Mrs. F. Marriot,
and to Messrs. J. L. Vinay, of University College, London,
and T h. Hughson for bibliographical information and help
in reading the proofs.

M ost of the book waswritten when in 1938 | wasinvited
for one semester by the Court of the University of Buffalo,
to the T. J. Jones Chair of French and requested to give a
course of lectures on Arnold Bennett in the Department of
English. | derived, however, no uncertain benefit from the
remarks and comments of Dean Julian Park and Professor
Bonner, and from the learning of that keen Bennett
Scholar, Professor F. A. Lappin, of d'Youville College,
Buffalo.

Grenoble, February 1939.
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THE PROBLEMS OF ARNOLD BENNETT

E haveall ssen him. Intheflesh, in the picture papers

or through the eyes of his friends and acquaintances:
stiff body, heavy limbs despite the exquisite cut of his
clothes, stiff neck, head thrown back likethat of apugilist,
squarechinand ugly teeth over the elaboratetie, harsh voice
which stammered at important words with exaggerated
emphasis, flat cheek bones, acute nose, brown tired half-
closed eyes, powerful brow and over all the mayolesque
crest of hair which gavethelietothe conflicting expressons
of self-assertion and saf-consciousness ever at war on that
puzzling countenance; but, stronger than anything dse,
stronger even than the pride of his own affluence, cast over
every feature and every tint, aweb of weariness, theweight
of al the fatigue of the world, as if he were the grumbling,
over-worked drudge of his own prosperous factory. Such
he appeared, at once dogmatic, diffident, shy, tyrannical,
successful, sad and very tired. Disconcerting, and yet, it
seams, despite his efforts and repressions, essy to read, essy
to know—simple.

Somewritersgivetheillusion of simplicity (Racine, Pope,
Voltaire), others the illusion of complexity (Shakespeare,
Proust, Lawrence). Asoftenasnot, itisamereillusion, but
Arnold Bennett belongsto thefirst dass.



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

His career issmple: he was compar atively unknown and
a bachdor until at the age of forty he married, wrote The
Old Wives’ Tale and became famous. His work is no les
smple apart perhaps from some early efusons and noves
admittedly written to order, his books exhibit a remarkable
unity of purpose Whether he created or criticized, took the
pen of the novelig, dramatist, critic, journalist, diarist or
even perhaps letter-writer, there was in his manner some-
thing ddiberate and matter-of-fact, an " objectivity", a
singular absence of contradiction which exdudes doubt and
imprecison. In art, hewasarealig. Inreligion, he was an
agnogtic. In palitics, he was a soddig. In life, he was a
succesful man.  Literature was to him a professon, and his
materialigic conceptions on the subject are well known.
"1 am the djinn that performs tricks with some emations, a
pen and paper."* " | have never once produced any literary
wor k without a preliminary incentive quite other than the
incentive of ebullient imagination. | have never ' wanted to
write' until the extrindgc advantages of writing presented
themsdves to me"? " An author is the same thing as a
Grocer or a Duke,"® etc., etc. On the purely mechanical
sde of literature he was never tired of inggting. If ever any-
one, asLaBruyerehasit, made abook "asa clock ismade’,
he was that man. A robot, a human machine. A highly
complex and dowly perfected machine of course But a
machine can be taken to pieces

Was he, however, that machine and nothing ds£?
Geoffrey West who took Bennett at his face-value and

;The Truth about an Author.
Ib.
*Ib.



THE PROBLEMS OF ARNOLD BENNETT

accepted the facis more or less asthey have just been dated,
called'his short gudy The Problem of Arnold Bennett.
Even to him there was a problem—and thiswasit: why is
Bennett known as the author of The Old Wives’ Tae? He
was forty when he published that book. He was sixty-three
when hedied. How isit that hewr ote nothing better or as
good before or after? The answer is, that he was a long
time learning his .craft, and that, once he had secured fame
by a magerpiece, he allowed himsdf to be (artigtically)
ruined by histhirst for money and hisinterest in the smaller
details of material life. He thus "sacrificed his artigtic
integrity” to "journaligic ability" .

Such a presentment of the casg however, raisss more
guestions than it solves, and the correct titlefor Mr. West's
volume should have been The Problems of Arnold
Bennett. There are here indeed at least three important
issues which should not be confused. In thefirst ingance, is
The Old Wives® Tale actually a wondrous feat which was
never repeated? It had at any rate been clearly anticipated in
threenovels Anna, Leonoraand especially Whom God Hath
Joined, in which style, psychology and local atmosphereare
not infrequently equal to thebes pagesof the" magerpiece’.
Itistruethat they arenot attempted in the same epic propor -
tions. What saves The Old Wives Tale from being an
amor phous mass of details loosdy connected by the threads
of three or four widely different narrativesis precisdy this
rigid " unity of time" which is preserved with unflinching
rectitude through the surge of so many conflicting interests
and events The gstyle of the first chapters may not be quite
in keeping with that of theres of the story; the psychology
of the characters the realism of the desriptions may

3



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

occasiondly prove superficial or highly conventional; but,
the "time" is genuine and every event or bit of dialogue,
however unreal, is firmly embedded into that uniform
temporal texture which gives life and verisimilitude to all
that it touches. But Clayhanger and Riceyman Steps have as
good aclaim to perfection. In fact the former is probably
the most perfect of Bennett's novels, the latter the most
artistic. As far as style, psychology and interest are con-
cerned, they are superior to The Old Wives Tale, whose
realism is easly outstripped by The Pretty Lady or Lord
Raingo, while its epic proportions are amost equalled by
Imperial Palace. Itisamasterpiece, but the first masterpiece
of its author, and shows immaturity, or at least timidity as
well as power. The view.that this novel congtitutes a
solitary achievement is highly debatable. It suits manuals
of literature and journalists in a hurry. It ignores the fact
that, in his least auspicious novels, in his most mercantile
moments, Arnold Bennett is apt to write admirably (some
of his best prose can be culled from stray pages of his
journalistic "inquiries" or "pocket philosophies’). It pre-
supposss that the relative value of Arnold Bennett's one
hundred and thirty-five novels or short stories has been
settled once and for all. A clear case of begging the question.

A far more difficult problem, however, is confronting us,
—an essntid one, though any answer to it must needs be
purely amatter of speculation. The value of the novelswith
reference to each other will sooner or later be settled; alarge
mesasure of agreement might even now be reached on the
main issues. But what about the value of the novels with
reference to Bennett himsdlf? To put it more clearly, was
not Arnold Bennett greater than his works? That is, of

4
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course, than his best works? This view is more or les
implied by Mr. West's position: the author of The Old
Wives’ Tale ought to have produced a number of similar,
or perhaps greater magterpieces, and he did not. The fault
in some measure must have been his. What he produced
was not his best. He was greater than hiswork J. B. Priestley
(who, however, waswriting in 1924, let it be remembered)
certainly entertains the same opinion. He holds' that "in
none of his works has the complete M r. Bennett appeared”,
only separate 9des of his genius. What the critic wanted,
and at that time still expected, from the novelist was a
higher synthesis in which the qualities of Clayhanger and
The Cardwould be united and reconciled—presumably un-
flinching realism and boisterous humour. Bennett certainly
never achieved such a combination and it may be doubted
whether it was possible or desirable; whether J. B. Priestley
was not led by his own picaresque, Dickensian conception
of the novel to expect from another man the kind of work
which was thoroughly alien to his nature. But in a pene-
trating article published recently in the Revue Anglo-
Americaine” we find M. Tillier speaking of Arnold Bennett's
"voluntary mutilation" and venting in no uncertain terms
the sne of disappointment left in him by the novels.
Those three critics then agree in feeling that the art of
Bennett is somehow incomplete and in regretting aleged
wasted opportunities. They not unnaturally sigh for un-
born masterpieces. The man to them was greater than the
work.

Is then what he did do so negligible? Isit not, considering

Yiguresin Modern English Literature: Arnold Bennett.
2January 1934.
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A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

whence he darted and how belated was his development,
something wonder ful, unhoped for? The quegtion is-well
worth asking. Littleor noliterary education to begin with,
no grong urge to write, no great originality ether in
thought, feding or tase only some marked didikes and
great journalistic ability. No grong faith in himself either
as it ssams® These are not exactly the makings of a great
novelig. | can conceive quite well an Arnold Bennett who
would havewritten A Man from the North, the sensational
and sentimental gories, The Card, perhapsBuried Alive, and
perhaps in an ingpired moment, Leonora and Whom God
Hath Joined—but nothing dse  But that the author of
Sacred and ProfaneLove, of The Glimpse should also have
written Clayhanger and The Death of Simon Fugeiscertainly
aurprisng. What we know of the deliberate way in which
at the age of forty he sat down to writewhat, he had made
up hismind, would be hismagnum opus, confirmsonein the
impresson that with remarkableenergy and critical snehe
took himself in hand and by shex force of will power lifted
himself to a higher plane of art. This is true at leas of
TheOld Wives Tale. Thequalitieswhich arehererevealed
and which in the long run impressed the literary world
wer e not plendour and variety of styleor imagination; but
care, patience, a minute accumulation and eaboration of
details creating at long length theilluson of the remorsdess
passage of time. Here was genius, if ever genius was "an
infinite capadity for taking pains'. But there was precious
|t is incontestable that at the end of the century | shall be dead"
(Books and Persons, p. 49). "1 have no inward asurance that | could ever
doanythingmor ethan mediocr e, viewed strictly asart—very mediocre"

(Catalogue, p. 23). "My work will never be better than third rate,
judged by the high sandards’ (Catalogue, p. 25).
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THE PROBLEMS OF ARNOLD BENNETT

little dse of what we usually asociae with genius. Had
Bennett lacked the patience, thewill, the clear realization of
his own limitations and strong points, he would have
remained a minor, though still interesting figure, in the
history of fiction. Surely his genius, if genius it is, was
slowly and laboriously manufactured. It was chiefly a
matter of selection, rejection and organization. The style of
lisnovels, their construction, their psychology all show the
traces of gradual elaboration and patient development.
Thereis.in themlittiethat is spontaneon, immediate. All
this does not detract from the excellence of the work, or
from the merit of the man. On the contrary. But the work,
if this point of view is adopted, gopears then greater than the
nan. Bennett has often been compared to an industrious
bricklayer, adding brick to brick withindefatigable care and
unfailing attention. "Pour qui ce macon batit-ih" might
well exclam M. Chevalley. There are severd answers to
‘he question, but of the solidity, soundness and symmetry
j>£ his construction, there can be no doubt. From imperfect
Tfcaterids a manner of perfection has been achieved:

. So much for the artistic problem. It hasaso acommercial
or historical side. Bennett may be the author of The Old
Wives Tale, as Daudet is the author of Tartarin or Swin-
burne of Atalanta, not neccssarily becauseit ishisbest work
but the work through which be became famous. On this,
the question of Bennett's success as an illustration of the
morality of literature, A. R. Marble! has an interesting
sermon to preach; he points out that the early novels, most
of which were shamefaced efforts at money-making, had

IA. R. Marble. A Sudy of the Modem Novel, British and American
since 1900. Applcton, 1928,
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but a limited circulation, while The Old Wives’ Tale, a
gncere and dignteresed piece of work, sscured not only
suoess for itsalf but a9 indirectly for the mongers that
preceded. The Gates of Wrath (1903), The Loot of Cities
(1904) and other and worse abominations, whose only
excuse would have been alarge sale, were not reprinted till
1912 or later. In 1907 Bennett wrote 375,000 words and
made about £1200. By the end of 1912 he was getting
£16,000 for about 160,000 words! What a magnificent
proof of the soundness of popular tage and the power of
real art! Thepublic after all isnot such a contemptible fool
as authors and publishers think, and the bes way to make
money is to write maderpieces

But isit? Between 1908 and 1911 Bennett had not only
published The Old Wives’ Tale. He had als put on the
mar ket Buried Aliveand thecritical artidesof Jacob Tonson.
The sucoess of Buried Alive ssEams to have been great. As
for the artides of Jacob Tonson (Bennett took great careto
let criticsand publishersknow that Jacob was Arnold), they
impressd the literary world. Thus, partly by chance
partly no doubt by a dediberate calculation on his part,
Arnold Bennett was revealed at once as a popular writer of
comic fiction, as a great realigt, as a dever and dangerous
critic. The crug of public indifference which had so long
proved adamant could no longer withstand the simul-
taneous application of those three power ful drills. And thus,
with abang, Arnold Bennett, in thefull force of the French
idiom, "perca’. He pierced through compar ative obscurity
and neglect. A trip to the United Sates in 1911 during
which he captured the American market further improved

Yournds 1, p. 273; 11, p. 56.
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is position. He was known to everybody: those who had
ot read The Old Wives’ Tale or heard of Jacob Tonson
id at least relished Buried Alive. Those who had appre-
ated The Old Wives’ Tale could no longer ignore the
ithor of Buried Alive. The few who equally disapproved of
oth remembered that the author was Jacob Tonson of the
Tew Age and that it might be just aswell to give him his
ue In that snse and in that sne only, did The Old
Vives’ Tale contribute to the suaoess of Arnold Bennett.
This commercial success which was maintained in later
ears is, however, relative. One would require to be
o= not only of the exact figures of the sales of
ennett'snovels, but also of those of his contemporaries, to
ake an authoritative satement. But one may note that
ex condderable sums of money which he proudly men-
ons throughout his Journals, were hard to earn. He
I[dom wrote less than 300,000 wor ds a year, often more—
he equivalent of four consderable volumes. Even so it
quired great skill and busness capacity, not to mention
cerary ability, to makeasmuch money ashedid. But—and
isisthe point at issue—these sums of money do not really
hply an enormous sale for each of hisvolumes. Nor isthis
be wondered at if wethink of the high literary sandard
most of hisnovels. It iscertain that Hall Caineand Marie
orelli (to name two of his pet aversons) had much bigger
les, and deserved much better than he did the name of
popular” novelists. Thus even the extent of Bennett's
ommer cial Juccessremainsan open question.
Y et he professed to have always this commercial uoes
view. We here touch the human sde of the problem,
Ve have already seen with what childish cynicism heliked

9



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

to advertise this alleged mercantile trait of his nature. A
early as 1900 he boagtfully owned the soft impeachment, |
1920 he hinted that he was " tragically addicted to money
making".! By 1928 he was somewhat blatant about it
"1 write for money. | write for as much money as| ca
get".> And he would even prosdytize in the same vein
"Thefirst duty of a poet isnot to write poetry but to kee
himself in decency, and hiswife and children, if he hastheir
to discharge his current obligations, and to provide for ol
age".® And he poured contempt on Baudelaire because b
was aways short of a five franc piecel” Small wonde
then if people took him at his word. Some critics, as w
know, grew quite virtuous about it. He was accussd® ¢
having sold his gifts for money. After The Old Wives Ta
and the fame it brought him, he wrote "des esas back
d'effront*s feuilletons' excdaims Abel Chevalley® wb
later becomes comically indignant at What the Public Wan
in the belief that it is a sentimental novel with a cynic
title, ingead of a grim satirical skit on the yellow press " Ju
for a handful of dlver he left us "

Let us for a moment suppose that he did pander to tl
tage of themultitude. M r . Desmond M acCarthy has show
us that great artigs have often taken that line. " I t is amor
the Purveyors, among writers who have regarded then
sves not as prophets revealing truth, nor as benf

things that have Interested Me, 11, p. 72: Mr. Charles Garvice and the
Highbrows

The Savour of Life—Explanation.

3b., p. 196.

*Paris Nights: Italy (1910) I.

°G. West. The Problem of Arnold Bennett.

®Leroman anglaisdenotretemps.
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THE PROBLEMS OF ARNOLD BENNETT

edicated to producing something perfect, but as men
Ipplying a need of the moment, that some of the greatest
ames of all are found: Shakeypeare, Moliere, Balzac,
Oickens'. Arnold Bennett would readily have counter-
ghed such a stlatement. He never thought himself less of an
rtis because he wrote for money. It is a gratuitous Sate-
lent that he "sacrificed his artigic integrity”. He was
‘ways car eful to point out that he did nothing of the kind.
| write for money . . . Shakepeare and Balzac did the
rme"." Most writers, he further argued "want you to
ead them. Which means that they want you to buy their
ooks. Which means that they have something to sl
Which means that they are merchants. W hy then boggle

the mer cantile agedts of an artigtic career?'

In what is perhaps the most remarkable of all his books
in literature, The Author's Craft,® he quotes Valery Lar-
aud'sepigram ("Lafemmees une grander£alité commela
uerre") and appliesit to that ficklejade, the public. " All
eally original artigts, he proceeds, are at loggerheads with
hepublic—as an almost inevitable consequence of their
riginality. Hence the necessty of compromise. For
xample, the sagadous artist repects basc national pre-
idices  No first dass English novelist would allow his pen
ontinental freedom in treating sexual problems’ (this was
writtenin 1914). "You can only go a very little further
hanisquitesafé’'. And hesumsup hisdoctrinein astriking
rmula: " The artist puts into the trappings of the time as
much of hiseternal self asthey will safdy hold" .

Savour of Life, p. 10.
“b., p. 19.
pp. 108-115.
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Well and good; but if there has been a compromise
what becomes of the "artigtic integrity” which Bennett
accusd of having sacrificed? What was permissble befor
The Old Wives® Talewas unforgivablewhen that book has
demongrated the possbility of further maserpieces This
if 1 am not mistaken, is the position of most critics, ¢
Geoffrey West in particular. 1t might be argued that it is
precisdy by this compromise that the grestes artidi
integrity is ensured. Bennett would probably have take
that line of argument, for in the course of the book ju
guoted he clearly implies that "contact with the public
essential” and that "the artist can always bend to it". An
he might have pointed out that out of thetragedy of reveng
Shakepeare made Hamlet, and out of the comedie-ballc
Moli&re created Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme. But true (o-
falsg) as this view might be with reference to those tw
dramatigts, or to Balzac and Dickens, | do not think that th
argument can be applied to Bennett. He was less of a Pui
veyor and more of a Priest than he was prepared to admis
There were things about which he would never com
promise. For ingance he " would not bow in the House ¢
Rimmon of sentimentality".! And yet, in Fame an
Fiction,? Bennett had studied the ssrets of the popularity ¢
the chief "best sdlers’ of the age, and he could not bu
know that sentiment was the shortest cut to a large circula
tion. Molifere in his happy endings and Shakeyeai
practically everywhere bowed profusdy to the idol, an
thought nothing of it. Again in the Explanation* from which

The Truth aboutan Author, V11 .
21901.
*To The Savour of Life.
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tation has already been made, he admits that " | never
te on a subject which does not interest me and | always
te aswell as heaven permits'. That thisison the whole
ruestatementiso n eBenntt'schieftitlestoahigh
e in literature; but it would no longer be true had
kespeare, Molifere, Balzac or Dickens written it instead
im. These have all been " guilty of hasty writing" .
The Arch-Purveyor isthen no purveyor at all; or at least
cannot be dassed with the great purveyors of theworld.
conquering and preserving a large circulation without
ng up his honest realism, his honest Style, his honest
kmanship Bennett achieved a tour deforce: he was that
phenomenon, a coss between the Priest and the
veyor. And yet (0 complicated this "simple" writer
sometimes seem) | wonder whether the artistic faculty
not always with him supreme, whether his mercantile
look, his readiness to sacrifice what the public might not
or approve of were not often in subtle accordance with
inner literary conscience. W hat hergected for reasons of
ortunity, perhaps the artist in him would not have
erated, though he didiked to own to such timidity of
e. Hence the comparative moderation of his realism,
t exquidte balance which saved him from the worst
ess of the French and English realigs.
Il this is highly debatable, but will certainly bear dis-
ion. It tendsto show the very real complexity whichis
-ealed below the apparent simplicity of the man and his
. Indeed the game of detecting acute contradictions in
works and personality of Arnold Bennett might be
ied still further. With the help of relevant quotations
m the beg critics it might be shown that he has been

13
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praised or criticized for qualities and faults which
mutually exclusive. One likes the form of his novels,
another the matter. One denounces his want of anytin
definite to say, another proclaims his style execrable. M.
agree about praising his "technique” but what they mean
"technique" is not always clear. Thereis aso a consen
that, whatever his faults, he was great. But what was ¢
nature of his greatness? Some s him as aromantic wear
a mask; others as a detached realist. Was he not above
classical, ahighly rational and selective artist? Ishis great
closely "connected with the Five Towns" oristheregio
ism of hisnovels superficial and accidental? Was the ma
heart a provincial, or was he not essentially cosmopol
and metropolitan? Was he, as he so often insisted, pre
and business-like or was he, as he dso claimed, natur,
indolent and incapable of research-work?
Itisremarkable that all these contradictory questions,;
more, might be asked without any of them appear
forced, and that none could be answered with a compl
denial. However, in spite of these very real objections,
general impression of simplicity remains. Ontheintellect,
plane we are before Arnold Bennett like Stendhal's o
before the mental image of his mistress. We se him, t
is to say we read and understand his works, and his ima
crystallizes as that of a clear, precise and faultless gen'
But we fall to studying and scrutinizing individual feat'
of the image; we compare, we anayse, we are pertur'
confused; the neat pattern is blurred and disapp
Stendhal, however, warns us that after such periods
laborious introspection a second image generally emerg
if anything clearer, brighter and more stable than the fir

14



THE PROBLEMS OF ARNOLD BENNETT

ndhal's lover is obvioudly a critic, though it is equally
e that a critic must also be a lover. We should be
pared for many dages of hesitation and uncertainty
ore we can hope to attain the final crystallization.



|
A MAN FROM THE NORTH

RNOLDBENNETT took care, posthumously -

during his lifetime, to provide sudents of his w
with ample biographical materials. At this the critic
be pleased—or resentful. A decent author should help
biographer, but not render him usdess by supplying
many facts and in too coherent a form. It was ma
centuries before a Life of Evelyn was attempted. It may
just as bad manners for a famous man to say too much a
sy too little.

It would seem at fir st that Bennett said too much. Ap
from the posthumous Journals which (unexpurgated) wo
probably run into nineor ten volumes, he himself publis)
some half-dozen books of impressons or autobiograp
TheTruth about an Author (first published serially in 18
deals with the beginnings of his career, a period w!
might otherwise have remained obscure. But it has
peculiarity of having been published anonymously. Ben
tries to interest his readers in himsef, not because he is
successful Arnold Bennett that he was not yet, but ber
his life should in itself have some interest. He is
tempted in order to hold the reader's attention to heig
the colours. Some of the anecdotes—such as the Auti
first contact with literature, the successul prize-ess

16
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schoal, " Gwendolen's’ column in the ladies pape—are s0
good and to the point that one fears they may have been
improved. Moreover the book is written with a kind of
swvagger. In that anonymous volume of 1903 Bennett is
already driking an attitude which will always remain his.
Heposssastheyoung provincial who risssto ahigh position
in the London literary world not through hard work or
irrepressble genius, but by mere deverness sdf-confidence
and audacity. The book too is digtinctly didactic. It is one
of the firg, if not the first, of those practical guides which
Bennett will later lavish on a world of readersimpressed by
his fame. But here he rdies on the magic of the fact alone.
The mountebank (I usetheword in its proper ssse without
unfavourable implications) sys in short " Behold how | got
on. Itisessy for you to do the samée'. Thisis quite obvious
in the passge beginning "See the editor in his suburban
resdence, etc"! He writes with a view to impress people
and ddightsin theimpresson heislikely to make. Of course
the narrative is notfalse. In a sne we do get the truth
about the author, because he always improves and touches
up the fadts with an eye to the ideal which he sncerdy
dedres to achieve. But in that snse only do we get the truth.

We should therefore use the book with caution, without
denying its value as a biographical and human document.
The Journals are far more reliable, snce they provide
predse dates as well as facts They are not srictly post-
humous seaing that as early as 1906 Bennett had printed
privately (in what intention is not to me quite clear) a few
pages from them referring to the years 1896-1899. The
Journal for 1929 was published during hislifetime and there

Xv.
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is no doubt that for many of his articles and novels he drew
from this great store of facts and impressions. It is hard
to form an opinion of these Journals as a whole seeing that
we were only given afraction of them—how great or how
small afractionisnot certain.? Itiswell to bear in mind the
cae of the Goncourts. Bennett's Journal was no doubt
darted in emulation of theirs and for the same artistic
reasons. a the beginning at lesst they were meant as
redlistic note-books, the famous "carnets’ of the naturalistic
school, which would later help the novelist in displaying
"dlices" of life. Edmond's description of the death of Jules
maybe paralleled in the equally remarkable passage describ-
ing "the death of the Mater". But from thefirst Bennett's
Journal is more impersonal, more detached than that of the
Goncourts. In that snse, and as far as the Journals are con-
cerned, it is the English writer who is the more perfect
realist. During the first years he occasionally indulges in
some expressons of personal feeling. He introduces the
description of apicturesque couple sseninabusin 1895 with
a general remark: "How rarely does one find people un-
affectedly content with themsdves and their socia status'.
And he concludes with a personal judgment "1 very nearly
said to the conductor: 'Isn't that pretty'." The psychological
revelation may not be considerable but it would be difficult
to find even such a brief subjective touch in the later pages.
It ssams that it was chiefly in the autumn of 1907, under the
influence of Stendhal, whose unpublished Journal he had

See many of the artides collected in the three sries of Things that
havelnterested M e.

To reslize the extent and nature of the editorial " Cuts’ compare the

extractsfrom the Journalsfor theyear 1907 published in the January 1929
isue of Life and Letterswith the text of the posthumous volumes.
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been reading in the Mercure de France, that Bennett decided
to alter the style of his daily entries. He found that in com-
parison he was "wasting a great deal of time in the proper
construction of sentences’. And he added: "Quite un-
necessary to do this in recording impressions'.* Thisis an
important turning point, and it should be duly recorded as
well as the Stendhalian influence which it implies. Hence-
forth Bennett's notations of facts and idess are mostly
expressed in a dry telegraphic style with verbs generally
omitted. This further tended to make the style more
impersonal, more similar to that of the "Napoleonic code”
which Stendhal set up as amodel. We have in most of these
pages but the hard desscated facts and sensations to be later
diluted and mellowed if need arose

What was Bennett's own conception of a Journal? Let us
turn for an answer to one of those terrible "pocket philo-
sophies’ inwhich some oreisallied to much dross. "Diaries
are apt to get themselves done with the very minimum of
mental effort, they dso touch to an exaggeration of egotism.
Ajournal is better. ... A diary treats exclusively of one's
self and one's doings; ajournal roams wider and notes
whatever one has observed of interest. A diary is"all I, I,
I, 1,itself I . Ajournal is the large spectacle of life."?

Lournals 1, p. 263.

2such ssems at least to be the case, though the editor frankly acknow-
ledges that he eliminated "many outspoken comments and satements
about people well known and otherwise and certain affairs which could
not be left in with prudence'. These comments and statements were of
course highly personal. See for ingance Vol. I, p. 10, a description of
a meeting with John Buchan in which what was probably an " out-
spoken” phrase ssams to have been omitted. Bennett appears the les
human.

*Mental Efficiency (Mental Callisthenics), 1911.
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Although Bennett may not always have abided by his own
definition in keeping hisJournal, it isnonetheles'interest-
ing as showing what was at least the ideal conception.
With all necessry explanations and extenuations the
fact remainsthat those Journals, though they areavaluable
record of factsfor the hisoriansaswell asfor the biographer,
contain no degp psychological revelation—except precisdy
a tendency to uppress sysematically personal reactions. A
comparison with almog any page from Saint-Smon or
Pepys is enough to bring this truth home. Queerly enough
it isin his mogt intimate paper's, letters and diaries, which
were not intended for immediate publication that Bennett
appears mog cautious and reserved. In some of his collec-
tions of esays critical articles, or impressons of travel on
the contrary the spontaneous reactions of the man and some
of the most generous features of his nature appear far more
freely. One may gather much interesting material in the
threevolumesof Thingsthat havel nterested Me, for ingance:
"TheDedrefor France', " Unknown Southern France' and
"My Grestes Moment" are pages of delightfully human
autobiography. Even such dight ketchesas" The Barber”,
"Railway Accident at Mantes', "Rops' and in a more
bitter vein "The Pasing of the Puritans' are intensdy
revealing. The Savour of Life alo leaves us with a fairly
cdear impresson of Bennett's personality, though it is the
Bennett of the later years with some heaviness of touch
and an unpleasant tendency to take himself sioudy as
the Apodle of middledass common sne But just as
Stendhal is perhaps ssmn at his bes in Les Mimoires d'un
Touriste, it isin thelittle known pages of two books which
merely record impressons of travel that Bennett comes out
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mog vividly and to his full advantage Paris Nights, and
The Log of the Velsa in which while recording the ex-
periences of his first yachting cruises he occasonally and
perhaps unconscioudy bares his soul to usin an unexpected
manner .

This preliminary survey of biographical data has shown
perhapsthat in spite of the wealth of material, and possbly
on account of this very wealth, of the complexity and
number of the facts involved, a critical summary of the
chief eventsin Bennettslifeisworth attempting. Anything
beyond a brief enumeration followed by an effort at estab-
lishing some kind of perspective would be out of place in
this book and perhaps at this date. A full-dress biography
would incur the double risk of being sadly incomplete on
some vital points and of repeating much unnecessary detail
which is easly accessble dsawhere.

Hewas born in 1867 the ddes of sx children (three boys
and three girls) at Shelton, N.E. Hanley. On hismother's
father's dde (the Langsons) he was descended from farmers
who came originally from the borders of Wales (Marple).
His other ancegtors on the maternal sde (the Claytons) as
well as on the dde of his father (the Vernons and the
Bennetts) seem to have been weavers and potters resding
in the Five T own district.? Bennett wasnot Sow in pointing

1The Selection of Letters, published by M r s. Dor othy Cheston Bennett
in 1935, contains a few important documents, especially those dated
26 June, 20 August, 1923, 5 April, 21 June, 1924, 28 August, 1925,
2 May, 1927. There is however, little of permanent interest which
doesnot already appear inthe Journals.

The Letters, published by his nephew in 1936, are singularly dry

and uninforming.
%S Journals, |, p. 111.
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out that though he had none of their manual dexterity he
was poseessd of their mercantile instincts. Those mercantile
instincts though probable are a supposition.!  On the con-
trary it isfitting that this great literary craftsman should be
descended from a long line of manua craftsmen* the
patience and the loving care which he lavished over the
construction of a plot or the polishing of a sentence was
perhaps inherited. Most terms describing the weavers or
the potters' trade may be applied to the art of Arnold
Bennett.

Farmers or working men, his ancestors were all Puritans.
Bennett was brought up as a Wesleyan Methodist and his
intense, almost fanatical dislike for this form of religion
found continuous utterance in his work. Anna of the Five
Towns contains excellent descriptions of arevivalist meeting
—excellent but bitterly satirical. Bennett's own grievance
at having to attend chapel three times on Sunday as well as
religiousinstruction on Saturday afternoonisfully displayed
in the autobiographical first chapters of Clayhanger. Aslate
as 1926 in an article entitled " The Passing of the Puritans" he
performed a sort of death dance on the alleged extinction
of Puritanism. Of it he might have said what he said of the
Victorian age with which he certainly identified it: "It
acutely exasperated me while 1 was young. ... It had the
terrible vices of continual represson and disgusting hypo-
crisy . . . and to contemplate its corpse gives me genuine
pleasure’.

The commercial atmosphere should not, however, be underrated.
Arnold Bennett lived for some time with one of his dgers in the draper's
shop of his maternal grandparents. This shop is dexribed in The Old
Wives Tale.
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He was however aways more concerned with the socid
and human consequences of Puritanism than with its dogma.
His aversion to metaphysics prevented him from getting at
the core of the problem, and in his eyes the chief charge
againg Puritanism was that it was not living up to its own
rigidprinciples. Thereis1 believelittle doubt that thiswas
partly due to the persondity of his own father. Whoever
hes read Clayhanger is aware that there can have been little
sympathy between Bennett and him. He was alawyer, a
man of ability with a taste for books. His conception of
paternal authority however early caused a clash which was
never quite forgotten. Darius Clayhanger has much in
common with his character, and it should be noted that
Dariusis not without his good points. Bennett recognized
that he "owed a great ded to his father" in whose office he
worked for a time and who initiated him to busness
methods. But the son deeply and lastingly resented his
ingstence on the strict performance of religious duties by all
members of the family while he himself carefully refrained
from going to chapel, and "lay in bed reading magazines'.
He thus made his father jointly responsible for " Chapel and
Sunday school and the desolation of sabbaths'.! And he
was shocked by the lack of consstency implied by such an
attitude. He looked round and noticed that among the
elder members of the Community two vices were quite
compatible with Puritanical professons—avarice and glut-
tony. Helost all faith and respect for his creed. To thelast,
Puritanism was connected in his mind with avarice, hypo-
crisy and parental tyranny.

It was dso no doubt connected with the local setting.

Thingsthat havelnterested Me, H1 , p. 257.
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Bennett's attitude to the Five Towns will be later analysed.
But it should at once be dated that his vison of life in
Burdem is tinged with Puritanism. It was the Puritanical
ban on all forms of enjoyment on Sundays which greatly
contributed to that " fantagtic ennui” that " huge boredom"
of the provinces which he never tired of denouncing. The
artig in him rebeled againg the ugliness of the surround-
ings. " 1donot think the Five Townswill ever be described:
Dantelived too soon."* Thisisfairly definite. Although he
seldom indulged, except in his early books, in physcal
descriptions of the industrial country, it is obvious that he
auffered from thislack of beauty and romance. " Y ou might
walk from one end of the Five Townsto the other and not
<& one object that gave a thrill."? A detached observer,
J. B. Priestley, corroboratesthisimpresson: " It isextremely
ugly. . . . The general impresson is of an exceptionally
mean, dingy provinciality, of Victorian industrialism in its
dirtiest and most cynical ageds' >

Againg this atmosphere of uginess and "mediocre
respectability” which weighed on his heart he had little or
no shdter. His fedings for his mother were warm and
devoted; when he left home, he kept up a daily correspon-
dence with her, though probably more from a sn= of duty
than because thex letters afforded an outlet for his sub-
jective emotions as Mrs. Cheston Bennett argues” His
reading was drangdy limited. He tedls us that he was

The Grim Smile of the Five Towns.

*Thexe Twain.

*English Journey.

“These letters seem to have been destroyed. Arnold Bennett used to
imagine facts and events to fill up those daily pages of correspondence.
See What the Public Wants, Act | .
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brought up by his father on Lowel's My Study Windows
and on Gremn's History, two bookswhich he hated. He had
to take refuge in Ouida, who probably influenced his
sngbiHty in nodight degree, in The GirVsOwn Paper which
he devoured and in water-colour painting. In site of a
gory of his winning a prizeessay, it ssms that the years
which he gent at the Endowed Middle School of New-
castle-under-Lyme were practically barren of any lasting
literary oconsquences—exoept a cordial didike of Shake-
geare and Longfellow.

As far as his intélectual development is concerned he
derived no help from his schoodmagers He himsef took
great care to warn us that "he never s foot even in the
towns of Oxford and Cambridge" and that " destiny had
deprived him of the advantages and peril of a University
education”.* Even without this confesson and without
external confirmation it would have been easy to gather as
much about one who pesks of " Virgil who by the way
dexribes a Christmas tree’,> who casualy dates that "he
has no admiration for Horace", who dexribes the perform-
ance of Greek plays at Cambridge as "a blague and a
mystification", and entertains the conviction "that Plato
is a damned unequal author”. If we can trust The Truth
about an Author he had by 1888 read almog nothing of
Scott, Jane Audgten, Dickens, Thackeray, the Brontes,
George Eliot, Boswell, Wordsworth. There is some
svagger and inverted pose in such a gatement. But it may
have been true on thewhole. Bennett suffered and benefited
by it. Of course he was left a hdpless prey to the influence

*Those United States, p. 150.
Frienckhip and Happiness, p. 26.
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of Ouida and The Girl's Own Papers. But when he began to
write he was not beset by artificial associations and' classicdl
reminiscences. His style is practically free from Shakes-
pearean and even biblical phrases Which greatly
strengthens his claims to be the first of English realists.

He now entered his father's office at Hanley and read as
best he could for alaw degree, having about 1886 matri-
culated at London University. Little dse that hes affected
his literary development can be recorded, beyond his
acquaintance with English trandations of some of the novels
of Flaubert, Zola and Maupassant, and an obscure connec-
tion with the Saffordshire Sentinel, obtained chiefly through
the influence of his father who had some business interest in
the paper. He showed precocious journalistic ability in
dealing with a column of town gossip, and if we may trust
the narrative of The Truth about an Author™ " concocted" two
serial novels, one showing the influence of Zola's L'Assom-
moir in the character of a drunken woman, which were
refused by the local Press. Towards the end of 18388 Ben-
nett left the Five Towns and became a clerk in a solicitor's
office in London.

Itwill be ssenthat, contrary to what usually happens, most
of the influences which affected Bennett in these early years
(1867-1889) were of a negative character. The core of some
of his grestest novelsisan acute conflict between parents and
children and, like Samud Butler, he frankly sdes with
youth againg the pretences of older people. Puritanism he
violently rejected for moral and aesthetica reasons. Y et one
should not here be too absolute; it would be strange if the
strict mental discipline of Methodism had not left some

Ipp. 30-31.
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trace on one who was so early and intensely subjected to it.
Bennett-himself admitted that "on one sde Puritanism un-
doubtedly did help to form and gtiffen the character, to give
strength of mind and the ability to do without".! This
should be further interpreted: the habit of continuous
repression which is a strong feature of Bennett's heroes and
was, as we are told on so many sdes, an essentid feature of
the man, may, it ssems be traced to this puritanical up-
bringing in the close atmosphere of the family circle. No
illustrations are required to anyone who hes in mind the
relevant soenes from Clayhanger. Bennett made his char-
acters at least act one way and often think in an opposite
one. And the artist, with true Dostoevskian subtlety, care-
fully sts down the contrast. Hence this impression of con-
tradiction, which often amounts to hypocrisy, about Ben-
nett's heroes. But theirs is the hypocrisy of the Puritan, not
the Jesuit. They are with themsdlves at war, and the will
(sometimes wrongly identified with the brain) conquers,
though not without immense daughter. Edwin is of course
apuritan, but so is G. J. Hoape of The Pretty Lady (what a
contrast withthe Latin mind of Christine!), soistheincom-
parable Earlforward, soisEvelyn of The Imperial Palace, so
perhaps is even Lord Raingo. They grapple with the
$nsuous or sendtive part of their nature with all the esger
violence of the puritan. But the sengtive part wriggles and
dies hard. Hence the struggle which is one half of the
psychology of Bennett's novels. Similarly a subtle vein of
mysticism runs through the iron heart of the Methodist's
creed. As Bennett himself explains’ it is necessary for non-

Hhingsthat have Interested Me, 111, p. 239.
b, 11, p. 252.
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conformigsto be " converted”. " You had to be born again,
you had suddenly to s a mydtic light. . . . Church of
Englanders condemned this experience as being allied to
hyseria’. Nor is thisthrobbing hyserical vein quite absent
from Benneit's works. It is always present in the. back-
ground though curbed by the strong will of the gern redlig.
Wearehere at theroots of the essmtial impulses of Benneit's
divided inspiration. Some have tried to explain this curious
contrag, which gives his manner aflavour that is unique, by
fortuitous drcumstances® The whole process can be traced
back to much earlier and complex causes It is an ingrained
attitude of the mind derived from religious ingruction in
the family circle

Much as he didiked life in the Five Towns, and provin-
calism in general, with its narrowness, meddlesomeness
and ennui, he always pressrved some of the features of the
provincial. He knew the virtues of the country towns. It
was as a regionaliste that he made his fame, and his satirical
picture of local types and manners is not without flashes of
genuine admiration and pride. Abel Chevalley found him
"durement marque, tare pregue par on origine locale".
His hate of the provinces his gudo for metropolitan and
cognmopalitan life is in itsdf typical of the provincial let
loos2. When he came to London in 1888 we know that he
was predisdy in this gate of mind. The firg lines of A Man
from the North dexribe exactly what he then felt. Paris and
only to alessy extent London, isa modern Babylon, a " city
of Oriental romance’?—a centre of golden opportunities

A broken engagement, an "objective" marriage. See Dorothy
Cheston Bennett: Arnold Bennett, A Sudy done at Home.
*ParisNights, p. 7.
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and exquiste corruption. The white Barbarian from the
North seesit indeed as "a city to loot". Thisfeding, in all
its coarsness and naivete, is essentialy provincial.

He found however that he must do much hard work and
very little " looting" to begin with. This postive education
which had been so utterly wanting in the Five Towns he
had now to acquire for himsef under consderable diffi-
culties. During those years 1889-1900 Bennett is making up
for log time and serving a long but successful period of
apprenticeship.

At first hewasa clerk with regular office hoursand a small
slary. He proved dficient and held afterwards that this
bugness training had been entirely to the good. But he had
little leisure for art, and a sx shillings a week room and
vegetarian dinners were not exactly conducive to creative
work. With remarkableindustry however he proceeded to
educate himsdf. He began by buying and collecting books,
mor e books than he could read, with a neophyte's optimism
and in the belief that living among well-filled shdveswasin
itself a 9gn of culture. Like Richard Larch, the hero of A
Man fromthe North hebought Bayle sDictionnairehistorique
et critique, and a princeps editions of Plutarch! It only
remained for him to learn Greek! But he drilled himself
into reading in the original his beloved French redligs He
darted in 1890 by a painful Srugglewith Daudet's Fromont
Jeuneet Rider Aine. It wasan important turning point. He
was then able to read widely in the works of Maupassant,
Huysmans, the Goncourts, Turguenev. Of course he
revelled in George Moore. Yet he professed that he had
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never finished any of Dickens's novels. This was certainly
an uncommon training for a struggling London clerk of
literary proclivities. And he might with some show of
reason indst that his first novel, A Man from the North,
whatever its faults, was something which had never yet
been attempted in England.

He completed his artistic education by practising
sedulously water-colour painting and music. He decided
in 1891 to live in Chesea and joined the household of his
artistfriend, Mr. F. Marriot.

He dso carried on his experiments in cregtive literature.
On this period of his career he has, in The Truth about an
Author, written with comic bitterness. These were, he said,
days of dishonour and failure. He did not refer so much to
the inferior quality of what he wrote as to the fact that he
was a "free-lance”, in the to him humiliating position of
having to beg acceptance for his proffered contributions
from fastidious editors. The fedings of the young author as
he hearsin the letter box the thud of a parcel indicating that
his manuscript hes been regjected are humorously described
in A Man from the North. There is however reason to think
that Bennett resented such falures keenly. The novel
dready referred to was written a little later, in 1895-1897,
but it embodies his fedings at that stage, and it is significant
that Richard Larch is one of the few unsuccessful heroes,
if not the only one, in Bennett's gallery of fiction. The
young author was not, though, altogether unsuccessful: all
his friends believed in his ultimate success He won severd
prizes for short stories and esssys  In 1893 his parody of a
thriller by Grant Allen was published in Tit Bitsand won a
£21 prize. He tells us that a large number of his chronicles
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and political skits appeared in various magazines. As was
the cae for Bazac, the bibliography of Bennett's pro-
ductions at this period is difficult to establish. Many
of his contributions have not yet been listed or identi-
fied. ' Some works have been wrongly attributed to him,
as for ingance the childish novels of Ellen A. Bennett
Sephen Ashtons Dragon and Sdney Yorke's Friend. To
whatever depths Bennett may have sunk in his sensationa
novels of these and the succeeding years, he never fell quite
LD low.

In 1893 he secured the post of assistant-editor of Woman,
resigned his position as a clerk and exgped from the
humiliations of the "free-lance”. This was a decisve sep
forward in his literary career. But it was due neither to
chance nor merit. As he himself explained, the post was
obtained "through gross influence", and he hints elsewhere
that "it was not unconnected with a purchase of deben-
tures’.’  But once on the staff of this important paper he
made admirable use of his opportunities.

The three years of his sub-editorship were indeed years of
hard silent work and training. He "went through the mill".
He wrote anonymously or under unexpected signatures
(Gwendolene!) on practically everything, frocks, lingerie,
bargains, food, cookery, children, hygiene and Paris "high
life". The motto of the paper was "Forward but not too
fast". It admirably suited the character of the young sub-
editor. He has himself recounted his experiences at the time
so often and so well that it is neadless to describe them again.
L et us however notethat ashort story of his, A Letter Home,
written in 1893, was published in The Yellow Book in his

*The Savour of Life, p. 141.
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own namein 1895. Thetale, we aretold, shows traces of his
French modds with some oconcessons to the Wildesgue
atmosphere then prevailing. Neither influences are obvious,
but it isinteresting to find Bennett at this early gage intro-
ducing (quite unnecessarily) a character from the Five
Towns.

With the unexpected retirement of the Editor came
Bennett's big chance He was appointed to the podt, because
he was efficient and there was nobody dse. During the four
years of his editorship (November 1896-May 1900) he made
condderable and rapid progress  His respongbilities
naturally increased and he fdt that the office was " dogging
him everywhere". But his opportunitiesimproved accord-
ingly. As a noveligt, he got hisfirst gory (A Man from the
North) accepted and published by John Laneon afavourable
report from John Buchan. He sold several sxials and
finished one of hisbes early novels Annawith afair prospect
of publication. As a playwright he wrote several comedies
alone or in collaboration with Eden Phillpotts. He opened
the sries of hisfamous " guide-books* with Journalism for
Women which embodies the fruit of his painful experiences
as Editor of a ladies journal. He was dramatic critic and
reviewer to the Academy and other papers He becamein
1899 Principal Reader for Pearsons In the course of the
year 1899 he wrote 330,000 words, published 224 articles
and gsories, made £592. By 1900 he could claim that he
had composed nine important books. The lag pages of
The Truth about an Author give us a dightly idealized
picture of the succesful journalist at this dage His social
activitiesincreased accordingly. He had now alargecircle of
friends the Marriots, Dr. Farrar, E. M. Symons, Rickhard.
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He visited Normandy and Belgium and in October 1897 he
spent a-month in Paris. It was then (September 1900) that
Arnold Bennett resigned his editorship. The sep is indeed
surprising. 1t would be a further proof of his remarkable
sagacity and understanding of his possibilities, if it were
quite certain that he acted solely on the conviction that "all
great men of letters lived away from London" and that he
had sufficient confidence in his future to devote himself
solely to pure literature. He consulted with his father who
had retired from busness and decided to live on a farm in
Bedfordshire with his parents and his youngest sister. In
The Desire for France' he hints that "a remarkable group of
circumstances left him free from all local ties to earn his
living where he chose’. What these circumstances which
required parental approval exactly were it is not possible to
guess beyond the fact that they ensured a minimum of
financial independence.

These eleven years in London had been for Bennett an
unique initiation to the kind of career in which it was his
ambition to excel. However the apprenticeship was long
and laborious. With all his industry, good fortune and
capacity to inspire confidence he had not, at the age of
thirty-three, made any name to spesk of in the literary
world: publishers and journalists seem to have been con-
vinced of his future before ever the public was.

A very important feature of this part of his career is the
fact (after all purely accidental) that he edited a woman s
paper. He wrote in 1897: "The constant unseeping
watchfulness for verbal mistakes and dips and clumsiness
incomposition, necessitated by my post aseditor of women's

*Things that have Interested Me, |, p. 193.
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journalism, has sharpened and exasperated my suscepti-
bilities'*. Thisisfurtherillustrated by turning to thfc pages
of Journalism for Women in which he violently deprecates
bad spelling and grammar, amateurism in style and excess
of sentiment. These experiences (which sorely tried his
patience) deeply affected Bennett's literary and human
development. His style, his methods and even to a certain
extent hispsychology, wil | henceforth bearevulsion (and a
very violent one) from the glaring defects he had so often
witnessed in the work of women journalists. Bennett, with
all his subtle understanding of woman's nature, though
never a misogynist, will aways strongly remain anti-
feminist asan artist and to a certain extent as aman.

Thus the curtain falls on an idyllic scene of what might
conceivably have been the last act in the life of Arnold
Bennett. He has retired in the country to devote himself to
hisart. He wants leisure and the calm security of family life
to produce his best work. He will naturally be able to
develop that gift for local descriptions and provincial
characterization whichisamarked festure of hisearly work.
In fact, he tells us that he has decided to "stick to Steffs
stories'. He has excgped the "unliterary” atmosphere of
London, which the blatant nationalism aroused by the
Boer war has made, to him as to his master George Moore,
doubly undesirable. Meanwhile, so as to keep the pot
boiling, he writes plays (The Chancellor) or articles (Fame
and Fiction). He succeads in making an income of £620 and
can thus afford to devote some time to disinterested creative

Yournds, 1, 67.
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work (Anna) and aso to a better acquaintance with the
magers of fiction. He reads Balzac extensvely, Dumas,
Gaboriau. He even begins to sudy L atin.

But thisis a mere trangtion, at bes an interlude. When
the curtain rises again in 1903 (the movements of Benneit
during 1901 and 1902 are somewhat uncertain) we find the
Bedfordshire farmer transformed into a Parisan artist and
man of letters. It ssans that the death of his father had
given him complete independence.  He decided to visit
North Africa, probably in search of colour and atmosphere.
Some of his impressons are related in the first short gories
of The Loot of Cities. He did not however tarry long and
gives us to undergtand that on his way back to England, he
was S0 captivated by the charm of Paris that, yielding to
a udden impulse, he made up his mind to live there
There are however reasons to beieve that his choice
was less sudden and more ddiberate than he would have us
think.

By the middle of March 1903 he had a flat in Paris, first
in the rue de Calais, then in the rue d'Aumale. Except for
the fact that his work was done in English and for the
English public, and that he occasonally paid short vists to
England, he became during nine years to all intents and
purposss a sort of Parisan society-journaliss and acquired
many of the ways and mental habits of a typical Frenchman.
His friends wer e numerous, both among the English colony
and in the French literary cdrcdes ToMr. H. D. Davray,
whom he knew through H. G. Wells, he owed invaluable
introductions. He was soon on friendly termswith eminent
writerslike Marcel Schwob, musdanslike Ravel, Ricardo
Vignfcs (who is the Diaz of Sacred and Profane Love),
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Calvocoress, painters like Bonnard and Laprade and mere
idlerslikeEmileM artin towhom hewasindebted for much
of his acquaintance with the intimate agpeds of Parigan
life. He dined out almost every night, continually enlarged
the circle of hisrdations, and gpent a fair amount of money
in a mode of life which, to most, would have appeared
brilliant and luxurious, and which in the Five Towns could
not have been dexribed otherwise than as reckless and
dissolute.

But he was not idle. He never logt touch with London
publishers and editors, and he kept his name car efully before
the British public. There were imperative financial reasons
for it. Herdied chiefly, for hisincome, on short sories and
on sies of artides of a didactic nature in which he gravely
undertook to supply the young with the experience which
they lacked and to teach the unsuccesful how not to repest
the experience which they had. These "savoir-faire’ and
"savoir-vivre' artides appeared in T.P.'s Weekly, the
Sketch, the Sphere, TillotsonsMagazine, the Evening News,
etc, and were for the most part later collected in the
"guide-books' and "pocket philosophies’ to which brief
reference will have to be made. They brought in a moder -
ate but fairly regular amount of money. The financial
progpects much improved when in 1904 his literary agent
Pinker agreed to let him have £50 every month. Bennett
aso wrote noves continuoudy, some purely for money
(Teresa, The Gates of Wrath) but many in a serious en-
deavour to conquer a solid notoriety (Leonora, Sacred and
Profane Love). Hewashowever wrongtorely ashedid on
the writing of plays to increase his fortunes and wasted in
that line of work much usess activity. Out of the dozen
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plays' which he wrote at the time in collaboration with
various authors, hardly any were produced, though advance
royaltieswer e sometimes paid, and most remain unpublished
to this day.

His income however rose or was maintained at a very
aufficent figure being sdldom inferior to £1,000, which
was quite enough for his nesds. Yet when we consder
Bennett's literary work during that period (even without
paying undue attention to the more exclusvely mercenary
part of it) we cannot but reach the concluson that it is
unsatisfactory. Out of the twenty odd novels which he
composed between 1900 and 1907 there is not one master-
piecewith the possble exception of The Death of Simon Fuge
which, being short and ambiguous, might pass as some sort
of miraculous accident, and Whom God Hath Joined, which
IS too imperfect to desrve the name.

And yet (which made it only more serious) Bennett was
trying his hardes. Anna and Leonora are competent and
honest pieces of work but would scarcdy be remembered
nowadays. A Great Man which he accounted "a literary
s though a commercial failure® cannot be taken
srioudy. Sacred and Profane Love, in which he most
believed, is a complete and dismal failure. Bennett felt it
obscurdly.  He identified himself with one of his own
heroes—Henry Shakespeare Knight—and knew in his heart
that he was not really a "great man" and that the Tom
Knights of the earth would always edipse him. He was
merely a psaudo-successful man, enjoying but an attenuated

The Postmistress, The Chancellor, Children of the Mist, A Credit to
Human Nature, Christina, An Angel Unawares, Que Faire?, The Sole
Survivor, etc.
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shadow of real fame and wealth. In May 1904 he exclaimed:
"To-day | am thirty-seven. | havelived longer than | shall
live. My new serial beginsto appear to-day inthe Windsor.
My name is not on the cover. . . . And | am thirty-seven.
Commentisneedless” Andalittlelater he complained that
"his trade as author was a dog's existence”, ill-paid, in-
secure, and gave as "an incontestable fact" that "by the end
of the century hewoul d be dead".

For he was in the full maturity of his powers and the
circumstances had never been more favourable. During
the past few years he had read extensively, and carefully
supplemented his literary education. By 1903 he could
claim that he knew all the first dass French novels of the
nineteenth century, in addition to which he had studied
Smollett, Laclos, Stendhal, Casanova, Butler, Taine and
Dostoevsky.' Moreover hewaslivingin Paris, enjoying the
company of men of letters and a milieu which he had
deliberately chosen as best suited for hiswork. Escape from
the old limitations, and a new stimulus, "liberation and
atmosphere”, these were the things which he had hoped to
find in Paris ("Paris the self-unconscious') and he had not
been disappointed. "This is as near regular happiness as |
am ever likely to get".? He was happy, not only because of
the sensud gratifications which he indulged, but happy as
an artist in a country where expression is supposed to be
freer and eader than in other lands. He expressed himself in
the Empire furniture of his flats. He expressed himself, in
spite of the double difficulty of language and an impcdi-

youmab, |, p. 149. His first reference to Dostoevsky occurs in
January 1904.
b, 1, p. 227.
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ment of speech, in the literary circles which he haunted.
"1 then witnessed for thefirst time the spectacle of afairly
large mixed company talking freely about scabrous facts.
Then for the first time was | essed from the strain of pre-
tending in amixed company that things were not what they
in fact are". He heard poems recited by people who
"would not at any rate pretend that they were ashamed of
the emotion of poetry”. He began, with Taine's Thomas
Graindorge asamodel, to make vivid and subtle sketches of
Parisian life. Let whoso wishes to redlize how far Bennett
had got into the understanding of French conditions and
daily life turn to the first pages of Paris Nights: those short
chapters on bourgeois homes, French servants, the French
theatre, etc., bear witness to an extraordinary gift or
sympathy.

Of France however and of French society he had at this
date only touched the skirts or fringe. Helivedinaworld
of cosmopolitan Britishers, rich idlers and artisss—a highly
refined, delightful and sophisticated milieu. For oncethat he
may have dined in amiddle dass family, he took twenty or
fifty meds at Laperouse or the Bouillon Duval where in
1903 took place his memorable meeting with the original
of Sophia Baines. He somehow formed his idea of French
morality from the French sage which was at its best
represented by Donnay, Porto-Riche, Brieux, at its worst
by the Cigale Revues or the dancing girls of the Moulin-
Rouge cancan. The first volume of hisJournals is full of
references to Paris "sans-gene’ (you know what he means
thereby), to incredible stories about cocottes paying their
coachmen "inkind", crimes passonnes, maitresses, femmes
entretenues, maguereaux, etc. He dined with dancers and
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adreses, the "Card" from the Five Towns has become a
Parisian roue or thinks he has. Heisreading Casandva. The
editor of T.P.'s Weekly complains that his chronicles reveal
a "universal contempt for women". Here we touch
perhaps the secret of Bennett's relative failure to produce
a maderpiece at this stage: the lack of any firm moral
purpose, the levity and superficia vulgarity of a nature
which has not yet discovered its own wesknesses and strong
points.

Bennett probably realized all this. In particular, his
determination to marry at forty seams to point in that
direction. By the beginning of 1904 he had solemnly
advised his family of his intention. In 1905 he was more
firmly decided than ever.! He felt the need of settling
down before launching on something big. He saw that by
undertaking new responsibilities and by creating for himself
within the frame of a congenial atmosphere a more regular
and quieter style of life he would stimulate the creative
activitieswhichwerein him, and not lessenthem asmarriage
often does for other types of writers. It follows that it was
the artist aswell as the bourgeoiswho craved for this change
of condition. It isall the more important to emphasize this
as an attempt has been made’ to prove that Bennett more or
less married out of spite, after an unfortunate love-affair
which left its scars on him to the end of hislife. It is neces-
sary to consider, as far as is possible, Bennett's sentimental
life at the time so as to find whether such a notion can be
accepted.

He had aways understood women. When a child, he

Journals 1, pp. 176 and 205.
2Dor othy Cheston Bennett. A.B. 1935, passim.
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preferred girls to boys papers. Aseditor of Woman, he had
probed the recessess of their hearts  In fact, he knew them
too well not to fed a little antagonigic. What his early
affairs may have been, one gathers from the closdy auto-
biographical record of A Man from the North. Like so many
of his heroes he was alternatively attracted by two contrary
types of women: the myserious, wilful-enigmatic type
such as Ruth Earp, Lady Queenie Paulle or Hilda Lessways,
and the loving-tender one such as Nellie Cotterill, Christine
or Janet Orgreaves. Between the two he long remained
undecided. As it was, it certainly was no inexperienced
youth who crossed the Channd when he came to live in
France. Hisliberation and transformation would not have
been complete if, along with Parigan tase, Parisan friends
and a Paridgan flat, Bennett had not had a Parisan migress
In 1903 and 1904 he was s€ing a great deal of a French
chorus-girl whom he discredtly calls C.L. in the Journals
and who supplied him with his gock of improbable sories
about rastas, viveursand femmesentretenues. All thiswas
part and parcd of the Parisan exigence which he had de-
cided tolead. He soon felt (from ahuman and artigtic point
of view) the emptiness of it. By April 1906 he was ac-
guainted with an American girl, Miss Eleonora Green, a
gde of the noveisg. Two months later they became
engaged. But the "crysallization”, which perhaps had
been a little too sudden, did not survive the tes of time.
Six short weeks later the engagement was broken off 2

In January 1907° Arnold Bennett who was looking for a

Lournals |, pp. 118,124,136,145,173.

%b., 1, pp. 230,234, 235.
®This date should be noted as Mrs. Bennett somewhat loosdly dechrrd
in her book on Arnold Bennett (1924) that she first met her future
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part-time secretary to help him with his literary work and
correspondence was introduced to Marguerite Sbulie by
his friend Calvocoressi. He at once accepted her services.
Mademoiselle Soulie (now Mrs. Arnold Bennett) had come
to Paris from her home near Montauban to live with an aunt
who had offered her a responsible post in the "maison de
haute couture” which she superintended. But her interests
were chiefly in the direction of dramatic art and she availed
herself of her resdence in Paris to take courses in elocution.
She could recite French poetry with distinction and
originality and had appeared on severd sages When she
met Arnold Bennett e had just returned from a pro-
longed stay in England where her aunt had advised her to go
to learn the language. Her knowledge of English made her
sarvices doubly acceptable.  Bennett was attracted by her
good presence and striking personality. On his return from
a two-months' say in Italy in the spring, she nursed him
through abrief but violent illness which had overtaken him
in his bachelor's flat. He thus had occasions to note her
remarkable qualities as housewife and organizer of a home.
After consulting severd of hisfriends, he asked her to marry
him. In the course of May they were engaged and their
wedding took place onJuly 4, 1907, at the Mairie du | Xe
Arrondissement.

It is impossible to ascertain exactly what lies behind the
facts which have just been stated. But there is no proof
that the affair with Miss Green left any lasting mark on
Bennett's life. If we admit, as it ssems we must, the evidence

husband in the "winter of 1906". By this she meant the winter of
1906-1907, but her statement was interpreted as referring to the begin-
ning of 1906. Hence many misconceptions. Mrs. Bennett is positive
that the first interview took place onJanuary 16,1907.
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of the poem A Love Affar, composed in August and in-
serted in the Journals, it ssems that Bennett did not agree
with her on many points:

Wit she had none to amuss

Knew not thetrade of awife,

Heard not the voice of the Muse. Now the Muse
Was his life.

That Bennett was disappointed in his expectations and
suffered in his pride, perhaps acutely, | am ready to admit.
That the life of this bachelor of forty was thereby blasted,
and his personality definitely modified, | simply refuse to
believe.

When hefirst met Marguerite Soulie six months later, he
had, at any rate, completely recovered. His desreto marry,
which, as we know, existed before he ever met Miss Green,
still survived. Itiseasy enough to understand what attracted
him to his future wife: asaman, her beauty and personality;
as an artist, her talent; as a native of the Five Towns, her
Parisan characteristics, as a practical man, her domestic
asds It would be wrong, in forming an opinion of the
facts now considered, to allow oneself to be prejudiced by
the fact that fourteen years later Arnold Bennett and his
wife separated by mutual consent. The misunderstanding
came many years ater. In the beginning at least Bennett
found the company of his wife not only pleasant but
stimulating and instructive. From the inevitable quarrels
which arose out of their diverging personalities, he derived
no uncertain benefit as a psychological novelist (cf. These
Twain). Let any fair-minded reader turn to the pages of the
Journalsin 1907-1908 and he will be struck by the changein
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tone which occurs, as the entries become less frivolous and
fragmentary to assume a deeper meditative character. Any-
how the facts are there: before 1907 Bennett had failed to do
any work of the first order. During his engagement to
Miss Green he had "with the utmost difficulty finished his
novel Whom God Hath Joined".! Three months after his
marriage he sat down at the negt little desk in his house at
Fontainebleau and began The Old Wives’ Tale of which he
had been thinking for years as his magnum opus but which
he had not yet dared to begin. The allegation that this very
activity asawriter isaproof of his comparatively unhappy
married life and shows that he had to take refuge from
reality into literature and incessant work is amere ingenious
paradox.

If one isjustified in labelling the years 1907-1921 in the
career of Arnold Bennett as years of success, sucoess com-
plete and continuous, the period 1907-1912 should come
under the heading of years of intense preliminary work.
His fame, when it came, was not sudden and gratuitous. It
had been hard-won and well-deserved. These were, in his
own words, the days of "the industrious calm of honey-
moon." In this polygraph of forty, marriage did not
rdease a torrent of sentiment and romanticism. But it
created a s of security and equilibrium, an atmosphere
of calm, studious leisure, seriousness and concentration by
which his work much benefited. It acquired what it had
lacked so far—solidity and conviction. ArnoldBennett was
no longer the boulevardier, the man about town. He had

Lournals I, 235.
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elected to resdein the country. Asabachelor he had visited
Fontainebleau and spent a few weeks there on severd
occasons. He now rented at Les Sablons the upper floor
of asmall house, the property of an ex-porter of the P.L.M.
Company, Lebert, whose name will remain associated with
The Old Wives Tale. By October Bennett had definitely
taken and furnished the whole house. The vieux garcon was
settling down with a vengeance. He now had a home of his
own, a wife of his own. He was seized with a fury of
organization. He organized the house, fixed up the geyser-
bath and the sdlamander and regularly pressed his trousers
beneath the mattress. He organized his leisure, taking long
rambles in the woods or starting on adventurous cycling
tours. Chiefly he organized his creative faculty: by October
he had begun The Old Wives® Tale and devoted much time
(athing which he had never done to the same extent before)
to the mere planning or construction of the novel. He
would start off early and return after a couple of hours
during which he had thought out with minute precision
the smallest details and the most subtlejoints of his story.
The writing of the episodes followed without difficulty.
He had now created his famous technique. The fabric
of his book was proof againg criticism. It was as strong
and close as if it had been made out of Fontainebleau
timber.

A few detailswil | give unmistakable proof of the extent
to which Bennett had "settled"; of the completeness of the
change that had come over him. He had aways been
attracted to calligraphy and at the beginning of 1908, being
in London, he spent considerable time at the British Museum
examining the illuminated books and manuscripts. He
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made up his mind to compose The Old Wives Tale directly
in this elaborate type of script. And he duly carried out his
intention. In this paradoxical undertaking he may have
been guided by commercial reasons. the manuscript of his
book would thus be unlike the manuscript of any other
masterpiece; it would have intrinsic artistic value as well as
highliterary interest. He may have wanted to strike a pose—
—the well-known pose of the automatic writer who pro-
duces work to order, with hardly any difficulty or artistic
scruple—of thedjinn, juggler or acrobat who woul d succeed
inwriting with his left hand or even with his feet if chal-
lenged to; but it is probable that just as when he wanted
to avoid stammering he had to spesk slowly and with great
emphasis, he found that this additional difficulty in the
physical act of writing made the composition of his novel
still clearer and more deliberate.

He was ds0 studying Latin—and actually writing, or
trying to write poetry—two sgns of abnormal, amost
morbid seriousness of disposition in Arnold Bennett. When
he was in Paris he occupied his leisure by visiting the
Magasins du Louvre or the Galeries La Fayette and observ-
ing the complex organization of these great concerns. In
April 1908 he noted with pride and satisfaction that his
"control over his brain" had considerably increased. He
was writing for The New Age a sies of articles called The
Human Machine.

But the Human Machine was happy. It would be absurd
to describe the period which followed Bennett's marriage
asidyllic. InJune 1908 he noted that, in Fontainebleau, he
often "lacked male society". What married man has never

Yournals 1, p. 287.
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had regrets of his bachelor life? Besdes there can be little
doubt that between the English husband and the French wife
there were dready words, differences, quarrels. Pauline
Smith who knew them shortly afterwards has described
those "Anglo-French rows", the "impetuous complaints"
of the one, the "difficult” moods of the other. They quar-
relled as Hilda and Edwin quarrelled and were none the less
happy. "One day | shall look back to the evenings here, in
the room where | work and deep, with M. sewing or try-
ing things on her mannequin . . . with regret as a perfect
time". Thus in November 1907. When he returned to
Fontainebleau in March 1908 after a three months' gstay in
England he noted "Je me plais infiniment dans ce pays".
He travelled not infrequently in England, in the South-
West of France (September 1908), in Switzerland (January
1909), in Italy (April 1910), in Brittany (July 1910). But
he adways liked to return to his house and chiefly to "his
forest" whose slence and straight avenues stimulated in him
the constructive faculty.

This amosphere if not of positive happiness at least of
cheerful serenity, so exceptional for Bennett, is.to be found
in thefirst part of The Old Wives Tale written during the
autumn of 1907, just before he left for England. The
description of the two* inseparable sders in their com-
mercial surroundings hes a charm, a lightness of touch, a
sort of feminine ripple which Bennett never quite recap-
tured. The style is unctuous, human, with a sort of re-
pressed chuckle that recals Thackeray or Daudet. When he
returned after a few months spent in England he had written
Buried Alive and arranged to publish Books and Persons in
The New Age. He at once resumed The Old Wives’ Tale.
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But the glamour had gone—perhaps never to return. His
honeymoon was over. He was no longer the yoiing man
that he had almost been for a few short weeks.

Maupassant and chiefly Stendhal were the stern models
which he had constantly in mind when writing the last
three parts of his novels. By the end of August the master-
piece (I refer to the exquisite handwriting of the manu-
script as well as to the literary excellence of the book) was
finished. It was published in England afew weekslater. No
publisher could be found in America and the copyright
was |lost.

But not for long. The success of The Old Wives® Talewas
not immediate and sensationd; it was gradual and steady.
Yet a the same time it cannot be described as slow. By
February 1909 the book was "selling”; it was in its third
edition and a continental issue (abridged) was being prepared
for Tauchnitz. In fact at this early date Bennett was aready
"someone”. The unimportant author of The Satue had
grown into afigurein the literary world. How much of
this was due to the great novel which was gaining recog-
nition, to the large sde of Buried Alive, to the attention
attracted by the practical hints given in the articles on The
Human Machine or to the poisoned darts and effective praise
of Jacob Tonson cannot, as aready indicated, be exactly
gauged. InApril Bennett met Galsworthy and we may infer
from the triumphant tone of the entry in the Journals that
they met on equal terms. But then Bennett had boldly
criticized Galsworthy in The New Age. The influence of the
critic added weight to the work of the novelist. Signed
reviews gppeared in papers which had never before men-
tioned the work of Bennett. Soon a publisher rose from the
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mists of American indifference. By October Doran had
not only sold two editions of The Old Wives’ Tale (2,000
copies) but he was clamouring for more books. Bennett
was invited to contribute to The Nation. A Russian trans-
lation of Buried Alive was being published.

It is characteristic that this belated fame had a bracing,
not a relaxing influence on his faculties. In May 1909 he
was aready "constructing” Clayhanger—probably the most
patient and disinterested of all his novels. For nearly nine
months he accumulated notes and documents to supply an
accurate historical background to his work. This was an
unprecedented effort on his part and he never repeated it.
The novel was begun at Brighton, continued at Florence in
the course of a dismal spring, finished at Fontainebleau in
the summer amid the helpful influences of the "forest”. It
was at the end of the same year that the author of Clay-
hanger met at the house of Mrs. Edwards, Quai Voltaire,
the future author of A la Recherche du Temps Perdu. He made
no impression on Bennett, as the latter, many years &fter,
blushingly admitted.

With The Old Wives Tale and Clayhanger on.the market
Bennett might have been content to rest and wait till the
sdes had been completely turned in his favour by the
weight of two such masterpieces. But he added in 1911
The Card which continued the vein of Buried Alive; Hilda
Lessways which indeed was due to the readers as the con-
tinuation or rather counterfoil of the sentimental story
contained in Clayhanger; and Milestones, writteninlessthan
ten days, which was to achieve the great Sage success on
which Bennett had st his heart but which he had so far
vainly courted.
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How could the faes withstand such a combination of
talent, industry, luck and sdf-confidence? They had to
give in and confess that they were beaten. Bennett's tour
to the United Staes in the autumn of 1911 s the sedl on his
triumph and prepared further consecrations. During the
crossing he allowed himself some rest and became lost in
the contemplation of life on the transatlantic liner, especialy
the technical dde of the vast and complex hotel service in
its various sections. here were the Gaeries Lafayette and
Harrods, the Strand Pdace Hotel and the Savoy rolled into
one with all the poetry of the s around it. But when he
landed, as soon as he had been met by Doran and his escort
of journalists and photographers, work began anew. In
New Y ork, in Chicago, where he was aimost mobbed by
women-admirers, in Indianapolis, in Philadelphia, he was
haled from publishers' offices to dinner parties, from press
banquets to literary clubs. He was now duly advertised by
the world's most expert advertisers. "Tell Mr. Bennett he
stinks", was the message conveyed to him over the telephone
from an American citizen obsessd by the intolerable
publicity campaign waged on his behalf. But it was the
gench of fame.

And now came money, the one genuine proof of awide
literary reputation. It came suddenly, pouring in from all
9des, at such arate as even the overweening young editor
of the nineties had probably never dared to hope or ven-
tured to forecast in his most sanguine moments. Not only
was his work accepted and invited everywhere, not only
was it trandated in the best French literary reviews, but he
found, not without amazement, that in the course of the
year 1912 he had made £16,000, more than he had earned
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during the whole of his previous life. He now bought a
car, ayacht, a country house: he was a rich man.

This memorable year—1912—he described in hisJournal
as one of "worldly suoccess and intestinal failure". He was
dready suffering from that insidious diseese, sometimes
diagnosed as "downess of the work of the colon”, from
which he probably died. Asif the body had rebelled against
the tirdess activity of the mind.

He now (1913-1914) began to dacken the pace. He
wrote as much, for no less money, but stuff of a much
lighter kind: The Regent, The Price of Love, Don Juan. He
had definitely left Fontainebleau in April 1912. In his
new resdence of Comarques (Thorpe-le-Soken), an old
Georgian country house named after the Huguenot family
that had owned it, he could indulge his taste for organiza-
tion and stately hospitality. But there was no forest of
Fontainebleau. There were instead daily trains to London
and guedss for the week-end. With the change of resdence
came a0 a subtle change in his personality and in hiswork.
He drove his car and cruised on his yacht. He had less
leisure, or at least less solitude. He delayed thg writing of
the third part of Clayhanger (Thee Twain) which he felt
must be different from the rest of the trilogy. For the first
time we seem to espy on the brow of the wealthy author, of
the society man and member of the Y acht Club the shadow
of impotence and exhaustion.

Then came the war which might have closed his career;
he might never have come up to the surface; he might
have been the last of English redigts, the author of The Old
Wives Tale and of Clayhanger. Atfirstindeed the curtain
seemed to fall: the publication of The Price of Love in the
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Daily News was suspended; the prospective tour of Mile-
stonesin the provinces, postponed; the takings at the Kings-
way Theatrewhere The Great Adventurewas being produced
sk to the lowest figures. There came news that owing to
the glut of English copy the American market was closed
to English authors. But the unforeseen happened. 1n August
he was requested to write on the war by severa papers. He
bravely accepted and started with atypical article on "What
the German conscript thinks". Who knew then what the
German conscript thought? But Bennett did not hestate
for a minute. From the aes of the redlistic novelist a
sprightly journalistic phoenix had arisen.

He contributed regularly to English, American, French
newspapers. He was no longer merely aliterary man. He
had become a figure in that new war society, so different
from the pre-war one, which had emerged in the great con-
vulsion. He was Military Representative on the Thorpe
Division Emergency Committee and devised elaborate
instructions in cae of raid or invasion. He was on the
Wounded Allies Committee. In 1915 he was sent on a
three week? tour to the front as best qualified to inform and
galvanize public opinion. He now devoted one day and a
half per week to the confection of articles on practically
every subject, some of which have been collected in the
volumes of Things that have Interested Me.* No wonder his
literary work suffered. These Twain, the last part of Clay-
hanger, shows a marked falling off as compared with the
beginning of the novel. Thisis still more noticeable in The
Roll Call, a purely adventitious sequel to These Twain, and
in The Lions Share one of the worst novels Bennett wrote.

Egpedially Volume | published in 1921.
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And yet his capacity for writing admirably in the midst of
work of anobviously inferior or mechanical naturewaswell
illustrated in that period. Witness the last pages of The Roll
Call—witness chiefly The Pretty Lady." Curiously enough
it was. this bright, tender, cynical study which recom-
mended Bennett to the attention of Lord Beaverbrook and
determined the latter to offer him the post of Director of
British Propagandain France in hisMinistry. This appoint-
ment which only lasted for a few months had however great
importance in the development of Bennett's career. He
was now lifted from the sphere of literature and journalism
into that of political life and high finance. He was no
longer an author proper; he became a theatre proprietor,
acapitaist, an influence. He was the man who could write
Lord Raingo if he had only enough talent left to writeit.
For thisisindeed our problem, the one thingwithwhich
we are concerned. What had become of his creative faculty
in the strain of all these activities? It seemed indeed, as
might have been expected, that the threat of exhaustion
which was dready acute in 1914 was now more imminent
than ever. Since The Pretty Lady he had published nothing
of importance. A three act play which he wrote in 1920,
The Bright Idand, illustrates not only lack of form and
inspiration, but actual enfeeblement of the intellectual
faculties. Thework whichhedidin 1921, Lilian, The Love
Match, Body and Soul, though of higher quality, is however
of avery light nature. Mr. Prohack isincomparably greater,
but still in the light irresponsible vein. An event in his
private life, which has already been discussed, was calcu-
lated to ceuse further alarm as to his future career. After a

lia18.
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period of misunderstanding and tension Bennett and his
wife separated by mutual consent.on November 23, 1921.
While insisting on a separation he was most anxious to
avoid a divorce: he had always been highly sengtive to
ridicule. There can be no doubt that at the time he suffered
acutely both in his pride and in his affections. Arnold
Bennett who had foretold so many things about his future
life, even the date of his marriage, had not in his most
prophetic or voluntary moods predicted that he would
spaae from his wife at fifty-four. The machine had
broken down. The accident came at a critical time. Was
there nothing left but fatigue, sorrow and disillusion? Was
the tireless pen at last condemned to rest or futility?

It was then that the miracle happened, that the human
machine showed its infinite resource and sterling quality.
Bennett determined to shake his past from him and, if it
might be, to renovate hisinspiration. He had done nothing
really new gnce Clayhanger. The war had diverted his
activitiesinto fresh channels and saved hi m from exhaustion:
by introducing war somes and war atmosphere into The
Roll Call and The Pretty Lady he had contrived to write
two novels of a comparatively original type—the latter
especiadly. But thiscould not go on. When heresigned his
post as Director of Propagandain France in 1918 he had the
elements for writing a novel on the lines of Lord Raingo;
but it is characteristic that he did not. He waited nearly six
years before he attempted the theme. Because the creative
faculty had deserted him for the time being—perhaps for
ever.

The world still feverish and bruised in all its limbs was
plunging into an orgy of noise and revelry. The continent,
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France more particularly, became a land of jazz music,
night entertainments and large hotels of the most modern
type. No sooner had Bennett exchanged with his wife
the deed of separation than he hastened to the Riviera
on board the yacht of his friend Bertie Sullivan, the
Amaryllis. But the yacht soon broke down and Bennett
was more often at Nice and Cannes than on the ssa How-
ever he was more in need of noise and society than of
solitude and rest: he haunted all the fashionable resorts,
he gambled at roulette: chiefly, he danced enormously.
Pauline Smith gave him a few lessons which were very
necessary and the middle-aged novelist whirledlikeayoung
thing to the sound of the Riviera music. By the end of
January 1922 he had finished Lilian, one of his lightest
and most cynical novels in which can be recaptured the
carefree voluptuous atmosphere of his existence at the
time.

This sudden blaze would in all probability have been
short-lived and the increased gusto with which he now
regarded life and his work would soon have given way
to weariness and sheer physical fatigue. Arnold Bennett
was dancing; well and good. Butwhat wasto happen when
the music stopped as it needs must soon? It was then that
he met at Liverpool, where she was acting a part in the
Playhouse production of Body and Soul, Miss Dorothy
Cheston, an adress of much beauty and charm. Their
acquaintance grew in the course of 1922 and ripened at the
beginning of 1923 as appears from the publication of part
of the novelist's correspondence.!  Miss Cheston had on

! Arnold Bennett; a Portrait doneat Hometogether with 170 L ettersfrom
A.B., by Dorothy Cheston Bennett, 1937.
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Bennett an undeniableinfluence. They met regularly, they
dined out, they danced. She was the cause of his mixing
far more intimately than he had done so far with the
brilliant and highly emotional world of the $age. Bennett
breathed in deeply not only the beauty, the voluptuous
glamour of this society but also the romance and poetry of
it. Ladgtly she played mudc to him, with him. With that
key, she unlocked hisheart or at leas fumbled mightily at
the rusty wards. Under the spdls of this faires Vivian the
old enchanter was gradually awakening before he rdapsed
into a heavier deep. In her own words she caused him to
open " the subjective compartment of his being”, " gave the
subjective sde of his mind an airing".! She encouraged
him to " analyse himsalf" and " concentrate on theirrational
dement in him" .2Now, from an artigtic point of view (the
only one with which we are here concerned) this was
obvioudy dangerous. Not only because Bennett's talent
was of a rational kind, because his greastes wor k had been
done " on the objective plane', at the expense of the senti-
mental and the spontaneous by sheer force of sark realism;
but also because these emotional impulses which she now
tried to awaken in him, already existed, formed the leas
valuable material of hisartigic salf and had been gradually
conquered in the course of a hard struggle as Sacred and
Profane Love, The Glimpse, even some parts of The Old
Wives’ Tale help to show. The greatness of Arnold Bennett
was not unconnected with the murder of a tenth-rate
sentimental noveist who had slently and very properly
been done to death about 1907 or 1908. W hy drag this

'op. 85 and 88.
2Journals I 11, p. 249.
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skeleton from the cupboard? It must be owned that the
goectade of Arnold Bennett signing his letters " Little", or
"LittleMr. Dot", or usng unexpected pet names (such as
"mon oeuf") or (worst abomination) dropping into vile
dyle or even faulty grammar is not a pleasant one. This
"softening”  influence might have made Bennett too soft.
W ith the approach of old age and senility the critic has a
glimpse of a maudlin sentimental novdist that Bennett's
indefatigable industry and financial nesdswould have made
particularly repulsve and nefarious. One remembers the
harrowing end and constant obs of Dar ius Clayhanger, the
har d-boiled realist who had never shed a tear. Was Bennett
to go back to hisearly perversons to Ouidaand The Girl's
Own Paper, to " pink shades' and the ecdades of romantic
love  Was he to drift into the shallows of feminine
amateurisn? The danger was however illusory, at leas at
thisgage It might have been real ether earlier (had hefor
ingance married Eleanor Green in 1906) or later (if he had
survived till after his sixty-fifth or seventieth year). But he
was then so sure of his technique, so deeply entrenched in
his methods of impersonality and sdf represson,-0 sesped
alsoin an atmosphere of wor |dly materialism, that he could
safely undergo these influences. On the contrary it ssms
that some such revival of the spiritual or emotional faculties
in him wasjust what waswanted to save hisart from the
gradual hardening and exhaugtion with which, aswe

seen, it was serioudy threatened. Theplain fact isthe
years1922-1926 hewr ote Riceyman Steps, Elsiea

Lord Raingo, Accident, each of which posese

merit, though in a varying degree. And

the mogt fdicitous efeds are due to
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presssd sympathy or disguised compasson which, to tell the
truth, was not quite absnt from his earlier works such as
ThePretty Lady, but now reassrted itself in apurer, and as
it were, more dassca manner. For the miracle was that this
latent power of emotion was never let loose 'but always
subdued and kept well in the hand of the artis—toned
down or even chaddy concealed by means of irony or
semi-contemptuous pity. This (comparatively) new agpect
of histalent isrevealed in the Delphine ofLord Raingo, even
in the Lucass couple of Accident, but it wasin the characters
of Else and Joe that he achieved such genuine triumphs as
give to both noves the kind of mellow Russan atmosphere
which he had often aimed at creating but had so far never
really captured. Here we can glimpse a Bennett aimogt on
the verge of tears yet grasping his tools more firmly than
ever and not a musde moving on his face He had thus
scured not only a prolongation of his creative faculty but
d an actually new development of his genius  This is
further exemplified by the fact that in none of theee great
later noves he returned to the provincial atmosphere of the
Five Towns. Riceyman Steps took the critics by surprise
They required some time to realize that a new Bennett, as
great as if not greater than the Bennett of Burdem, was
now rampant in Clerkenwell. He had excaped from acircle
which the full length had been run into a new, possbly
e, phee
histrue and should be duly admitted. Thereis of
her, and less fortunate agpect of the story.
t had undertaken to pay his wife a large
Sheson Bennett has dated that soon after
acquaintance he began to help her in
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her stage career.! When she had given him a daughter in
the spring of 1926 she cameto livewith him at 75 Cadogan
Square.  And the additional cost of the bringing up of
VirginiaMary was not by any means a negligible item as
every reader of that most original short story, The Wind,
will redlize. But chiefly the birth of a child had reawakened
in Bennett the provincial ssne of bourgeois responsibili-
ties. His reaction, when the news was broken to him, was
typical "I shall have to work harder".? He must provide for
his family. He gave up his yacht ("y°" can't have a baby
and a yacht") he tried to be "more careful”. But he had
habits of comfort and luxury which he could not well
change. His expenses went on increasing. He refers in his
correspondence with his nephew Richard to the "plague”
and "curse" of having to pay one's income tax.® Towards
the end of 1930 he was unfortunately moved to take a new
flat or rather two contiguousflatsat Chiltern Court, Baker
Street, which resulted in new and considerable expenditure.
There was only one solution: work and still more work.
And this as he was getting on in age and his strength
weakening. It was in the midst of this terrific strain while
editing a paper and writing innumerable articles, short
dories, plays, critical papers, books of travel, books on
religion, film plots, etc—that he undertook what he
thought to be the grestest work of his life—an ambition
which had hovered before his eyes ever snce he had written
The Grand Babylon twenty-five years ago—aredistic novel

lop. cit., p. 72; == dw p. 73 ("1 was no longer faced with actual
necessity" ).

2lb., p. 281.

*Seealo A.B., by Dorothy Cheston Bennett, p. 238.
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of which a big London hotel was to congitute the back-
ground setting and all-pervading atmosphere. « And he
treated the themein a correspondingly epic form: not only
for length but also for the number of characters involved,
the minute and precise delineation of each and his special
zone of influence. During the lagt three years of his life he
dragged the book with him like an incubus. The tenson
was extreme yet he never relented. But in his letters to
Dorothy Cheston or to Richard Bennett the ominous
words " fatigue', " exhaugtion" recur with increasng fre-
guency. At lagt in 1930 the book was finished, revised,
printed, published. Arnold Bennett wasworn out. Hislast
and perhaps most characterigtic tale had been the measure of
hisown life. Vainly washetaken to Parisfor ashort holiday
at theNew Year. Assoon ashereturned, hewastakenill.
Typhoid fever was at lag diagnosed. For many weeks, in
that large modern flat at Chiltern Court which he had
rented and furnished at the cogt of his own life, helay ill,
inert, sami-constious. Hedied on March 27,1931. During
these two months enforced rest he had leisure (more per-
haps than ever before) to reflect on the amazing success of
his career. He may have seen it as represented in M ax
Beerbohm's witty cartoon which he liked so well—a
dialogue between the Old and the Young A.B., one proud
of having carried out the ambitious plan, the other of
having concelved it. But probably the various sages and
agedts of this carear rose in more numerous and confused
allegories. He saw the sucoessful school boy who had won
the prize esay at Newcastle-under-Lyme, the triumphant
free-lance who had just got a sory printed, the pushing
sub-editor, the efficient and respongble editor, the Bedford-
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shire farmer, the Parisan journalist, the author of The Old
Wives® Tale on his noisy American tour, the war journalist
painting in the ruins of a village, his office at the Ministry
of Information, Edwin and Hilda, Raingo and Delphine,
the Vdsa, the Marie-Marguerite and the Forest of Fon-
tainebleau. . . . From this continuous unbroken sies of
suoosssss on and through the years and in spite of vidsstudes
and world calamities he had derived great bendits—praise
and glory as an artig, love, influence and money as a man;
the author, the voluptuary, the busness man, the journalist,
even the inveterate romantic in him had all had their large
share of satidaction and satiety—they had all extracted from
the congant colossal labour of Arnold Bennett the gratifica-
tion of their many desres but this hard-working Bennett
was at lag raigng his head in his belated hour of rebellion
and freedom; the sweated drudge, the mechanized worKker,
the underpaid hand was questioning the right of all those
who had so long and so merciledy exploited him to carry
on their mercenary enterprise. He at lag was laying down
his tools and demanding res snce it was too late for the
happiness which he had denied himsdf. No more words
to write, no more ideas to choose and catch, no more
incidents to connect and condruct, no more proofs to
revise, no more fase leisure, no travel notes nojournal to
keep any more, the end of fatigue and neuralgia and con-
gtipation and depresson and strain. Hislag breath aswith
most of us was one of relief.

Such was Arnold Bennett. Firg and foremost, a Man
from the North. Essential features of his literary personality
are connected with this "Northern" origin. We have
already s=en what he owed to his puritanical upbringing.
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Yet it is chiefly as a "Man from the North" that he felt in
honour bound to conced his feelings, minimize their
importance or even deny their reality. Bennett is a master
of realism not so much because heisvividly affected by the
sights of the external world aswere Zola or the Gotlcourts,
but pre-eminently because he can, through sheer force of
repression, check his most spontaneous reactions and thus
e the world undistorted by sentimental vaues. Dorothy
Cheston found that he was "not interested in himself~
analytically.* Thisrendered possible adetachment whichis,
in literature, his great originality. His constant repression
may have resulted, as some have claimed, in alessening of
his personality; it may have led to a form of unconscious
hypocrisy; it may have been a means of concealing fedings
of actual shyness or diffidence. The same is true of most
"MenfromtheNorth" and Bennett shared in their strength
and disadvantages. His habits of thrift in spite of gopearances
(he dways kept arecord of every penny spent), his practical
sne his shrewdness and efficiency which made him the
Jesper Milvain of New Grub Street and were inborn rather
than acquired in asolicitor's office, his ruthlessness, hisgrim
scissory humour which is but another check to a possible
outflow of sentiment—all these stamp him as unmistakenly
born under the forty-third degree of latitude. At the same
timeit isto be noted that he is a mm from the north, not of
theNorth. Hisdesrewasearly to excgoe from theworld to
which he physically and mentally owes so much. His
dislike of the Five Towns is violent, extreme, amost
abusive in its frequent expression. The people of the Five
Towns know it and have not forgiven him. London,

'op. cit,, p. 8.
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Paris, the Southern world are for him a sort of Promised
Land to which he runs for shdter and pleasure. After the
repressbns and darvation of the North they appear as
toylands, fairylands, "dities to loot". They are filled with
infinite "wonders which can be had for the asking, if oneis
bold and unscrupulous enough.  In the words of Priestley,
Bennett was and remained " a wandering prophet from the
provinces saggered at the way he is getting on”.

But, as we know, there is more than one man in
Bennett. The" Man from theNorth" isasoa"” Manfrom
the West". When he visted the United Sates he fdt like
the "son of an exiled mother coming home at las". For he
found there his methods of eficiency and mechanical work
carried further than in any other country,—a population of
tirdess smooth-running human machines He found an
organization of the home, a profuson of "gadgets' and
"contraptions’ which fulfilled his wildet dreams of
domegtic comfort (" The American private house and | were
degtined for each other™). And he found in the mind of the
citizens of the United Sates an ingtinct to be a little deverer
and smarter than anybody dsg a disarming sdf-confidence,
an underganding of publicity which went graight to his
heart. " Thisismy sort of place” exclaimed Denry of New
YorkinTheRegent.

But (and herethe paradox isheightened) he also belonged
to the South. To the South of England, Brighton, Bourne-
mouth, London where he cho to live and which was as
different as Greece or Italy from the hard grimness of
Saffordshire. He saw the Five Towns through the eyes of
a Southerner as The Matador or The Death of Simon Fuge
well show. But he a0 belonged to the Southern countries
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of the continent. He could understand, admire, assmilate
essentia features of French and Latin civilization. | am not
referring to his weskness for Parisan "chic" and glamour;
to his passon for well-run continental hotels, or his appre-
ciation of all the unexpected comfort and physical well-
being of the Latin home. This might be reckoned (more or
less accurately) as superficial. 1 am thinking of the Latin
frankness and objectivity of hismind, of his understanding
of the charm and unique quality of French conversation,
his realization of the importance of the clear vision and ad-
mission of facts. "The Anglo-Saxon mind is hypocritical,
pharisaicd and intellectually dishonest. The Latin races are
the intellectually honest ones." As aredist, he was Latin.
And dso as an artist: he was a water-colour painter; he
practised calligraphy. Hisregard for style, hisinsstence on
the value of technique, his condemnation of English practice
in that respect, his life-long admiration for the workman-
ship of Flaubert and Maupassant show that his affinities
were essentially Latin, more specifically French in that
respect. The Old Wives Tale was conceived in the Forest of
Fontainebleau.

But his admiration for these faultless models of com-
position was balanced and outweighed by that of still
greater artists. Bdzac, Stendhal, the Russian novelists and
chiefly Dostoevsky. He recognized that the formlessness of
the latter was no bar to his literary excellence. He realized
the value of contradiction (apparent more than real) and
made full use of it in the psychology of his novels. To him
the essentid quality of a novelist was a "Christ-like all
embracing compassion” which is of course typical of the
Dostoevsky of The Idiot and Karamazov. But it isnot absent
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from Bennett's own work. In Riceyman Steps, in Elsie,
among others, there runsa kind of vague oriental tenderness
for the poor, while the detachment of Benneit's heroes
their drange passvity ("He had merely asided at the
episodein akind of dream"—Whom God Hath Joined, etc.),
the nondescript mysticism of The Glimpse, and chiefly his
"inverted romanticisn", his snse of the wonder and
melancholy of life at the most ordinary and commonplace
inddents—these induce us to believe that Dostoevsky may
have sruck a sympathetic Eastern chord in his heart.

But why ings on racial characterigics and smilarities—
real or imaginary? He was essntially the man of his trade,
which he had fredy and spontaneoudy chosen, not the
product of any specia corner of land, any speda culture or
civilization. What was this trade? " A journalist's first and
foremogt” will say some, including Arnold Bennett himsdf.
"1 began as ajournalist, never ceasd to be, have no inten-
tion of ceadng to be one" (Savour of Life). Indeed he
poss=ssd some of the essential qualities (or vices) of the
confirmed journalist, including the capacity to exaggerate
the emotional interes of trifles. But | should say, thinking
of his heredity and environment as well as of his personal
tades that he was mor e of a shop-keeper than of ajournalist.
Born in a pawn-shop, brought up in a draper's shop of the
most commercial digrict of England, how could he help
being commercially minded? Hence his desre to sl his
goods, whatever they are, to make money; his contention
that " novel-writing is a budness like sdling calico®. Hence
his swagger and aggressve confidence which is that of the
commercial traveller, for hope and optimism are the soul
of trade; and like a commercial traveller he wanted to be
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well-dressed and boasted that he did not know how to
blush. Hence his interest in organization, in big hotels and
dores, in the sarvices of British propaganda during the war.
Hence aso his high notion of commercial honour: his
products might be expensive, but they must be-well done.
He aways wrote "as well as heaven permits’ and never
persevered in work which he could not do well ("l never
bowed in the house of Rimmon of sentimentality"). He
had a trademark and would not have consented to affix it
toarticlesof inferior quality.

But he was more than a good craftsman; the pain and
patience which he lavished on his works were out of pro-
portion even with the big sums of money they brought in,
or at lees were not indispensable to this all-important
financial consequence. Therewasinhim, to quote Priestley
again, "the serious soul of an artist and the mocking spirit
of aliterary trickster". It may be argued that the literary
trickster was supreme and that the real artist came to the
rescue and wrote The Old Wives’ Tale only when it ap-
peared that the efforts of the literary trickster were of no
avail. But .the success of The Old Wives Tale might have
been exploited in a purely commercial manner—and this
Bennett refused to do. In all his works, at least in all his
novels (or nearly), artistic conscience is visible. In fact the
conflict between the two tendencies is sometimes revealed.
Then Bennett shows characteristically a sort of half-con-
ceded irony for the too facile commercial success that he
often seams to be exclusively pursuing. In the last pages of
A Great Man when he compares the career of Tom Knight,
the painter of genius, with the success of Henry, the popular
novelist, or in the most moving pages of Smon Fuge, there
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is no doubt that the artig is pasing judgment on the
busnessman of letters.  |f Bennett was so willing to teach
the srets of his arts in his manuals and guide-books, it was
because he well knew that the most important of all were
incommunicable.
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FARCE AND MELODRAMA

THE critics have various attitudes with reference to
Bennett's masterpieces;, but only one about the many
novels, tales, fantasas, etc., as he calls them, which preceded
and accompanied them—one of complete disapproval and
deprecation. Their opinion is on the whole morally and
aesthetically justified; yet, on closer examination, it does not
seem to be entirely reasonable. |If some were written for
money, others are more disinterested than is generally
supposed. Above all, before so much industry and talent,
one has really no right to fed virtuously indignant.

It is true that these novels may have hindered a fuller
recognition of Bennett's real fame, that, in the words of
Priestley, he is "buried alive behind all these books". It is
undeniable that he was feeling his way, preparing the
ground, wooing the public, and that what he then wrote
turned out to be either mere farce, distinguished by lack
of seriousness and an afflicting desire to be humorous at any
cost,—or pure melodrama, often violently sensational,
occasionally sentimental and maudlin. All this he himself
acknowledged at an early date. "1 had sworn solemnly that
| would keep the novel form unsullied for the pure exercise
of the artist in me. What became of this high compact?
| merely ignored it ... |, apprentice of Flaubert et Com-
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pagnie, stood forth to the Universe as sensation-monger " *
W hat more could be said about it?

Thismuch: that even hiswor t, hismost mer cenary books
at that date werewritten with zes and gusto. Unreal they
are no doubt, but they never proved to him an uncongenial
tak. Tother author they were morelikeimprobablefairy
tales dreams of "a youth who had outgrown his tin
ldiers':? and they overflow with plentiful (if coarse)
humour. Moreover, whoever has read them knows that
Bennett did not merely copy the bes sdlers of hisday in a
servile endeavour to capture ucess  He introduced into
his cheap tales and idiotic plots original tendendes which
wer e to prove permanent features of hisart. Hisinterest in
big commercial enterprise, epecially when connected with
theluxury trades (hotes, Sores, thestres, etc.), isto be found
there in a very predse form; Five Town characters and
atmosphere are frequent though often presented in a highly
artificial manner; lag and chief, thegreater writer, themager
of a gyle entirely adequate to its subject matter, appears
occasonally for two or threelines, for a paragraph, a page,
or even a full gory —and from a heap of rubbish or very
ordinary material thereader picksup The Matador or The
Death of Simon Fuge. No critic of Arnold Bennett has a
right to ignore those books.

A little by itsdf, among the "humorous' noves, sands
A Man from the North (published 1898). Itsinterest istwo-
fold. Fird, as already mentioned, the book islargely auto-
biographical. Therecan beno doubt that thehero, Richard
Larch, aFive Town clerk of literary ambitions, isa dightly

Tite Truth about an Author, Ch. X 11.
*Priegtley, op. cit.
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modified picture of Bennett himsdf: efficent at busnes
miscdlaneoudy and somewhat externally interested in the
arts, proud, snsuous and high-strung, placed in the very
Stuation of the Bennett of 1888-1890 and confronted with
the same difficulties he can be safdy identified with his
creator. Only, it isadightly older and consderably more
experienced man who holds the pen and dwelswith a half-
amusd, half-crud complacency on the illusonsand errors
of youth. More than any other work by Bennett perhaps
thisis a picture from life: Larch's Colleague at the office,
Herbert Jenkins wasa mental photographof aMr.S—of
whom he was soon to lose sight completely.*

This do=e (too dose) adherence to real life was however
lesstheresult of immaturity or aweak imagination than an
effort to observe apriori literary principles. We know that
Bennett then consdered himself asan apprentice of Flaubert
and Co. This book was the outcome of a minute sudy of
the French redligs Flaubert, Zola and chiefly Maupassant
whose Bel Ami is explicitly mentioned as the model which
theyoungwriter had st himsdf. What isgrangeisthat the
imitation jis not servile, asis so often the caz with juvenile
enthusasm, the atmosphere of the original not overdone.
In fact one hasto read the book with attention to detect the
influence 0 positively aserted. One redlizes however that
it is certainly felt in the choice of the subject. " A clerk
ingead of fame and £1000 arrives ultimately at dislluson
and a desolating suburban domesticity.” Thiswas ordinary
and commonplace enough—nothing romantic or melo-
dramatic in such atheme. The sory was originally called
" I'n the Shadow" and was to illusrate how " the usual can

Yournds 11, 162.
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be miraculoudy transformed into the sublime". It would
have been very adequatdy treated by Gissng, but Bennett
had to do violenceto his seret inginctsin order to eliminate
humour and optimism. Richard, heis careful to point out,
is" mysdlf, but madeafailure'. Hefurther attributesa cer-
tain flow and rhythm which herecognizesin thetaleto the
influence of The Yellow Book (in which he had published a
story) and the School of Wilde. It should with much
more likelihood be attributed to the irrepressble con-
fidence of the writer who could not help endowing even
the most commonplace and prosaic theme with energy and
humour. M any noves of Bennett are melancholy or dark
in places but never asthereault of financial incompetence on
the part of his heroes. Theinfluence of Flaubert and M oore
is again apparent in the care and comparative lesure with
which the book was composed between April 1895 and M ay
1896. Bennett amended and perfected his text congantly in
his ssarch for artigic perfection and accuracy, a method
antagonigtic to his talent and which he was never to repest.
In the catalogue of the Sale which took place at Mess's
Sotheby's on 25 May 1936 the manuscript of the novel is
dexribed as " containing much more rewriting than is
found in those of the later novels'. This at lead was no
mer cenary book.

Theresult wasdisappointing. I n site of delicater eticence,
an effort to give complete descriptions, and a congant desre
to avoid artificial condusonsor rounding off chapterswith
sonorous phrases despite the fact that the book has no end-
ing and that some details (about Richard's private conduct
in London) are cautioudy daring, the story leaves no definite
impression in themind and isdeficient in power and vitality.
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Whether because his talent was not yet ripe, or because he
was too conscious of his models, Bennett failed to give his
characters the proper concentration and colour. The various
festures of personality are there but disconnected, not
organized as is well seen for instance in Albert Jenkins.
Moreover, regardless of Flaubert and Wilde, the style is not
infrequently vulgar ("His spine assumed the consistency of
butter" etc.). One thing however redeems the book and
may give it permanent interest: the strong genuine expres-
sion of the sensuous surprise in the provincial as he dis-
covers the wealth and luxury of London; his despairing
envy; hiswil d desresand impulses, hisdistorted vision of the
plessures and corruptions of a large city—the sudden con-
tact of a soul long starved of all artistic satisfaction with the
agpects of beauty inits most alluring form. This at least is
not "in the shadow", emerges fromit, saves the book from
the Hades of weak inefficient pastiche.

To redlize the fetters in which Bennett was then writing
nothing can be more instructive than to compare A Man
from the North with A Great Man (1904). The novel is far
less serious, the story utterly incredible; Bennett obviously
penned it with his tongue in his cheek. We have deserted
the domain of real if too conscious art for that of farce pure
and unabashed. Henry Shekespeare Knight is the counter-
part of Richard Larch. A clerk too, and in very much the
same position, he is tempted to write, composes without
difficulty the most absurd trash .. . and sucoeads beyond all
expectation. His original suocess which commands all the
othersis due to the fact that the manuscript of Love in Baby-
lon, his first novel, is accidentally buried under a cargo of
spring onions in Coventry Street. But the style has become
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gronger and subtler, the humour is sometimes irresstibly
groteque (the " Lettersto the Editor” of Henry'sfather are
good comedy)’ and the characters though wildly exag-
gerated are condructed and organized. Moreover, as a
satire of the popular noveigt (" | just st down and writeand
they go mad over it") the book is not without some bitter
charm. As already noted, by placing near Shakegpeare
Knight his cousn Tom, the real, if soured, artist, Bennett
has passad sentence on the actual value of purely commer cial
literature. What is mogst interesting is that in Henry and
Tom heisreally sketching the two gdes of his own nature,
the cheap and commercial one as againg the higher and
more dignteresed. While never risng above the plane of
farce a higher note is gruck here and there and gives the
gory some pretence at Siousness

It has been mentioned above that Buried Alive was
written at the beginning of 1908, in the course of a two
months holiday in England, as a kind of recreation from
the composition of The Old Wives Tale which was pro-
ceading at Fontainebleau. Nothing could illustrate better
the fulness of Bennett's creative power at this period, for
Buried Alive probably representsthe high-water mark of his
efforts in the humorous novel. In spite of its lightness and
improbability the book is srangely convincing. It is said
to have originated in an incident recorded by the daily
pres—one of those queer impossble events which have
time and again proved perfectly true—the sory of a man
who had attended his own burial. Bennett as a good

They seem, however, to be directly inspired from Mr. Barmby's
Epigtlesin Gissng's|n the Year of the Jubileewith a possble reminiscence
from TheAutobiography of Mark Rutherford.
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representative of the realigtic school of fiction liked to sart
from a smple document like a newspaper cutting asiswell
s from The Old Wives® Talein which two incidents at
least (the shooting of the eephant and the public execution
at Auxerre) were condensed or expanded from articles in
the French and English Press’ But the art with which the
incredible truth has been made to look almost possble is
well-nigh perfect. The gory is that of the shy painter,
Priam Farll, who is tempted into exchanging his identity
for that of his valet Henry Leek, the latter having died
suddenly in the course of a short visit to London. Bennett
was clever enough to compose and congruct with minute
carethelife and character of Henry Leek who, being dead,
never appears in the novel and yet determines indirectly
the whole course of the gory, in a way that is vaguely
reminiscent of The Death of Simon Fuge. This, together
with the Putney background which is firmly though
unobtrusively st for the main action, contributes to create
an atmosphere of reality. In a syle which isalways natural
and only occasonally excessve Bennett contrives to write
an alert narrative which sometimesrecalls Wells at his beg,
sometimes, as in the interview between Alice, the two
aurates, and thefirst Mrs. Leek, hasa very strong Shavian®
flavour, sometimes even, in the lag Court senes and
particularly that of the aross examination of Alice (which is
directly reminiscent of Sam Weller's) rises to Dickensan
verve and comic power; yet the greastness of the novel—
and it is great of its kind—lies dsawhere. It lies in the

Sce Appendix, p. 264.
"Se in particular the corresponding sceng, which is pure Shaw, in
TheGreat Adventure, the sagever sion of Buried Alive.
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freness and charm of the two main characters. Priam
Farll is probably the one frankly shy hero in the novels of
Bennett: and he acquiresthereby atone of distinction which
pervades the whole book. Buried Alive is the only comic
tale of Bennett which does not leave an impresson of
vulgarity. Of course Farll has his moments of exagpera-
tion and audacity, and on the other hand we know that the
cool impudence of Bennett's heroes concedls actual shyness
and diffidence. But Farll is avowedly and professedly shy,
and he is comparatively disnteresed. Like mos other
heroes however he isno longer young; he has reached "the
age, in sum, that is the mog romantic and tender of all
ages for amale. | mean the age of fifty. An age absurdly
misunderstood-by those who have not reached it! A
thrilling age" This adds to his charm: hisis not the tem-
porary shyness of the young man; it is an inherent, perma-
nent quality which rendershim lovable. Asfor Mrs. Alice
Challice she is of course the great suces of the book.
Bennett has produced more careful, more analytical gudies
of women—Hilda, Leonora, Chrigtine, even Lilian. But
who would not exchange any of those, superior, in intelli-
gence or snauous appeal as they may be, for the ever-
refreshing pressnce of Mrs. Challice? She is essntially
natural, resolutely outsde all manner of conventions and
artifice. She smply reusss to be ashamed of her legitimate
ingincts, even in the witness box, and tells the counsd so
much. Her frankness in discussng their intended marriage
is agounding to Farll—terrifying and deHghtful. In brief
"dhe did not deal in names, she dealt in redlities’. One may
wonder by what grange untoward accident she was born
in Putney and not in the Five Towns to which by right of
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her firm grasp of reality she might ssam logically to belong.
But here Bennett was absolutely right and acted with un-
failing artigicingtinct: Aliceismoremellow than her sge's
of the North—Helen, Sophia Baines or Rachel of The
Price of Love. Her real shrewdness and practical sne are
less aggressve and far more human. Sheis of the same race
asElseand Mrs. Arb. She has been touched by the softer
influences of the metropolis and the South:

Shewasaliving proof that in her s sodal diginctionsdo not
efetivdy count. Nothing counted, where e was concarned
exocept adidinction far more profound than any sodal diginction
—the higoric diginction between Adam and Eve. She was balm
to Priam Farll. She might have been equally balm to King
David, Uriah the Hittite, Sorates Rousseau, Lord Byron,
Heneor Charlie Peace She would have undersood them all.
They would all have bean ready to cushion themsdves on her
comfortableness Was dealady? Pish! she was a woman.

For she is aso womanly, and her strength procesds pre-
csdy from that realization of her function and degtiny asa
woman. She acoepts Farll's hyness she acoepts his resolu-
tion not to work, she acoepts his supposed madness, she
even acoepts his bigamy with a patience which is, we are
told, only a form of comprehenson, and which is only
dightly exaggerated. Like Rache sheisready to pay the
"price of love", convinced that a woman's first duty is to
gick to her man. Hence her comprehenson despite her
comparative lack of intelligence, her utter ignorance of the
arts. And thisiswhy sheis"balm to Farll". Sheisto the
very antipodes of that world of snobbery and conventions
which Farll hashated and endured all hislife. Sheisreal to
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him and makeslifereal. M r. Smons, in hissudy of Bennett,
wonderswhether " a cultured painter could really be happy
with a middledass lady?' But this is missing the whole
point of the novel. If Bennett has not sucoesded in making
this improbability convincing the whole book is a failure
from thefirgt lineto thelagt.

The unwonted charm of these two characters should not
make us blind to the wealth and power of burlesgque inven-
tion displayed in the book. It is true that some episodes
like that of the collar and moles, might be dexribed as
farcical; that the satire aimed here and there at the Press or
the Church is extremely superficial; that the Stuation itself
of the man who attends his own funeral is not absolutdy
original or without literary precedents In fact, in his
description of the reigious service at the abbey and the
impresson on Farll, Bennett may have had in mind a
somewhat cor responding Scenein Erewhon Revisited.

But it was a touch of genius to have made the susoeptible
Farll so impressad, both sentimentally and aesthetically, as
tosob aloud in the organ gallery. Thisisreally theculmina-
tion of the daborate farce and trandormsit into something
degper and also more bitter, a kind of satirical allegory not
unworthy of Swift. It wasa great pity that in hisdramatic
verson of the book, The Great Adventure (1913), Bennett
was forced to suppress this crowning some Of course in
the prooess he dropped many other things as well, but the
loss of this capital tableau is the great weskness of the play.

It certainly is an anticlimax to pass from Buried Alive to
the humorous noves connected with the Five Towns. Of
Helen with the High Hand very little need be said. 1t isan
early book written in 1904 though published only in 1910.
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Bennett described it as ™ a commercial failureand aliterary
uooess'. It is difficult to agree to the second half of the
datement. As all the Tales of local atmosphere it has the
undeniable value of a document and is a contribution to
the psychology of the Five Towns. It even revedls, as we
dhall s later, some important features of Staffordshire
mentality which are not to be found dsewhere. And it
certainly has some amusing pages But the story iswritten
with a swagger, a continuous tone of bravura which soon
palls, and the spectade of James Ollerenshaw, the old miser,
and Helena Rathbone, his mercenary young niece, trying
to get the better of each other in a world of universal
deception is not by any means a pleasant one.

The two noves narrating the adventures of Edward
Henry Machin (The Card, 1911, The Regent, 1913) have
found favour with Bennett's critics. M r. Pheps has praised
their " delightful flashesof humour”; M r. Smonsfindsthem
"excdlent" egpecialy the part dealing with Denry in his
relation to his mother, the rdentless Mrs. Machin; lastly
Mr. Priesley has called them "the epic of the cocksure'
and found .in them, though wasted on an unworthy theme,
that epic breath and power of life-giving humour which is
lacking in the srious novds—The Old Wives Tale or
Clayhanger. Tobesurethexehigh qualitiesarenot revealed
in the plots—a tissue of impossbilities and extravagance.
The Card tdls how "Denry" from a modest postion as
rent collector rises to fortune and the highex municipal
honours by means of an" Universal Thrift Club" and
svera other commercial undertakings of doubtful public
utility. Hisresource, hisinfinite pluck, his extraordinary
luck are not sufficdent to make the subject convincing, and
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Bennett never really triesto make it 0. In The Regent we
have the' old, somewhat facile theme of the provincial
coming to town and decelving the most experienced
Londoners by means of his shrenvdness and audacity.
"Denry" is here concerned in a theatrical enterprise and
mixes fredly with the world of the gage But hefinally, in
ite of overwhelming sucoess deddes to sdl his theatre
and return for good tothe Five Towns. Thereisundeniable
humour in some parts of these two novels, epedialy the
destriptions of municipal activities in The Card and the
Lnes of married life at the beginning of The Regent, but
it isobviousthat theinterest centresround Denry, the other
characters, epedially the London ones being vague or
auperficial. " Denry" , "theCard" iswhat in the Five Towns
is called a "character”—one who amusss and occupies
public opinion and, having caught their fancy, is naturally
credited with more than he has actually achieved o that a
legend gathers around him. Bennett has given of him a
picture which isnot without care or subtlety. " Denry" is
not naturally audacious, free from hestation or doubt. On
thecontrary heisfundamentally shy: he sammersand from
nervousness is incapable of making a good sexch; he is
afraid of giving his friends a big dinner and acting as hog.
But thereisin him an impulse "that jumps up and forces
him to do things' and once he has "taken an oath with
himsalf" he cannot be shaken. In fact his brazenness is the
result of cool reasoning (" she can't eat me" he argues with
himself before he asks the Duchess of Chell to dance) and
iron determination. It isatriumph of thewill over ahighly
srung and naturally nervous temperament. Moreover he
isat heart frankly unscrupulous at school he won a scholar -
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ship by fraudulently altering his marks, though snce he
has always been truthful "save in the graves arigs*. Such is
the secret of his romantic spirit of enterprise, of his wonder -
ful sucoessin worldly affairs A bit of a Dandy and of a Don
Juan, musical, good looking and an expert gate-crasher, he
is in fact a compact of timidity, audacity and vulgarity
which, Bennett assrts isthebes material to makea sucoess:
ful adventurer. Itistruethat hiscreator has done his utmost
to endow him with a kind of infectious humorous power
which compes friends and foes to submit to his magnetic
influence. " What great caus is he identified with?" objects
Councillor Barlow. "He is identified," replies one of his
colleagues, " with the great cause of cheering us all up.”
This digposss of all objections. Denry will be Mayor of
Burdey. Hewould thus seam to become a picaresquefigure,
a ort of natural force, a Vivian Grey, a Tartarin of the
North, an inexhaudible source of laughter like Faldaff. |
frankly doubt that Bennett succesded in his attempt,
assuming that he aimed so0 high. These noves are not free
from the taint of vulgarity which is Bennett's besetting sin.
Though the " Card" has much in common with the author
himsdf, the identification is not complete: Bennett was a
hard worker and an hones artist, not a charlatan. Beddes
we know that there was areal original for Denry. Bennett
has merely depicted from life a typical Five Town figurein
a typical local setting! But the local humorous novel
demands more digtinction and lightness of touch than he
poss=ssd. Bennett wrotein 1909 of The Card: "I think itis
good honest every day work vitiated by my congant

!See The Autobiography of The Card by H. K. Hales; Sampson L ow,
1936.
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thought of a magazine public." From thisjudgment | for
one shall hot appeal. The Cardisafailure. But the experi-
ment will not have been in vain. Much later Bennett will
return to his rough sketch of Denry; he will touch it up,
remove it from its Five Town background and purify it
from all local imperfections, and hewill create L ord Raingo.

We now mus leave the dear light of day—or, if the
phrase cannot be applied to Five Town gloom, the cheerful
atmosphere of commercial sucoess and municipal comedy
which surrounds the Card to plungein aworld of murder,
crime, mystery and death. Here indead of make-believe
and exapades we encounter the grim realities of human life:
dead bodies are no soone found than they disappear to
reappear a little later: bathrooms have sscret doors from
which rope-ladders hang. Danger surrounds the heroesin a
multitude of forms egpedially shooting from dark corners
or through the windows of express trains, and poison—
poison adminigered in inddious and amog inevitable
manners as for ingance on the neck of uncorked wine
bottles. All means are fair to deceive the victims: fase
beards, false names fase landlords, false sgn-boards wax
figures counterfeiting death. The most ssoret and solitary
places are chosn for the treacherous deed, from yachts
saling in far off ses to Brompton Cemetery and the
hollowed head of a gigantic satue! In this grange world we
meet familiar charactes the pure fearless (preferably
American) heroine, the fearless hero, sometimes English
or French, but also apt to prove a German princein disuise
exapad from one of Anthony Hope's noves, the great
criminal, so great that, hiscrimeamog forgotten, he attains
Napoleonic proportions, and becomes lovable like Louis
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Ravengar, Mrs. Cavaloss, the terrible Mrs. Ilam, or
fiendish Mrs. Uppottery whoisthefeminineincarnation of
Uncle Pollexfen; sometimes the criminal is endowed with
uch insnuating charm that he becomes a hero with the
thin hands, long mougache and decadent smile of Thorold;
ometimes he is made particularly cruel and sniger, with a
lug for blood, a dedre for unnecessary murder, like the
dreadful father of Teresa of Watling Street, crowned with
the blood-red glare of lunacy; sometimes he is merely a
blase millionaire who tries crime as a sport. For all their
activities there is however a remarkable lack of motives:
promises on death-beds, bigamous marriages, or, in des
perate cass nihiligs sodeties But their passons are s
violent that one should not wonder that they have o little
timeto think! Women look at them with "lugrous eyes'
and at once they "would go through anything" for them;
when captured by enemies they "sand like a datue of
scorn” until, leaping " like startled tigers' they make good a
last minute exape A dose sudy of the sensational novels
of the time would no doubt supply parallds and sources
for the extraordinary features of thee novels. But one need
not be very deeply versed in this department of literature
to detect obvious influences Ouida (for artificial passons
and the arigocratic atmosphere), Anthony Hope for the
"royal" hero, Conan Doyle, Gaboriau, Lecoq, Leblanc,
Hornung for the technical details of each crime. Beddes
Bennett himself has given us the recipe for the concoction
of such cocktails you mug take an exciting Situation, pour
a proportion of episodes each with a partial climax, mix
with theatrical conversations and an atmosphere of wealth
and splendour, avoid all squalor or the least pretence at
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realism, crown with agrand climax which should bethought
out first but revealed at the las moment, and, las but not
lead, give the beverage an arresing name: The Grand
Babylon Hotel (1902), The Gates of Wrath (1903), Teresa of
Watling Strtet (1904), The Loot of Cities(1904), Hugo (1906),
The Sinews of War® (1906), The City of Pleasure (1907),
The Statue® (1908). One must confess that for shear im-
pressveness these titles, with their sonorous quality and
Biblical assodations, could hardly have been improved!
But there is something in these novels besde the sock in
trade of the sensational literature of the period and, indeed,
of all ages Some of the gtuations and more particularly
the satting in which the extraor dinary adventures occur are
new—not to be found or even foreshadowed in Mrs.
Radcliffe, Poe or Eugene Sue Chief among these is the
Hotel world—far different from the inn of the old novels
which could only be the some of comical episodes or of
sordid crime. Benneit's Hotel is the twentieth century
palatial establishment, of Americanized organization, in
which the lates discoveries of sdence are usd to cater for
the neads of mankind and mor e epecially for their insatiable
thirst for luxury. Bennett'sHotel isnot a sstting for mystery,
terror or even love: it is cregative of romance. It s the
gage not so much for the performance of Hamlet or even
Twelfth Night asfor The Tempest with Caliban cut out, the
Miranda-Fernando episodes reduced to mere twaddle, and
Prospero, Progpero in evening dress or in thewhite cap of a
chef given an even more important part. Such are the
Babylon Hotels or Devonshire Mangons of his tales Later

;_It;] collaboration with E. Phillpotts
10.
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on he will contrive to extract this atmosphere of romance
from a dose description of facts by shex force of realism.
But in The Grand Babylon hetriesto obtain the sameresult
by heightening the colours and wildly exaggerating the
truth: the kitchens of the Grand Babylon cover an acre of
gace and are manned by more than a hundred chefs the
cdlars are s0 large that they ssam to be infinite. Bennett
has a0 dexribed the great dores of the Harrods and
Sdfridges type in his detective novels the romantic effect
is here perhaps more impressve still.  Apart from the
unusual setting—the various counters, the annual se crowd
—the author managesto reintroduceinto themodern novel
effects which had had to be banished snce the medieval
romances fell out of fashion: Hugo in chivalrous deference
to the lady of his heart doses his gores at two o'clock on a
Monday or gives her agold token which will enable her to
obtain without payment any article from any counter. It
samsthat therealm of the Faerie Queeneisagain thrown
open to our dehghted eyes. It extends asfar as The City of
Pleasure where mondrous orchestras and dorytelers
Halls are always ready for our enchantment while the
money that wepay at the gateispiled asin Mammon'sCave
in the gigantic subterranean Counting-House and affords
pleasure to our eyes Money? Another new source of
romantic interes which Bennett endeavours to use in his
snsational novels his heroes may be finandiers as well as
hotel kegpers or bandmagers. Through them we are made
to discover the romance of money, the wonder of the
mechanism of interest which causss wealth to accumulate
endledy. Do you know what a million is? Have you felt
the artigtic charm of the Sock Exchange?
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All thee dements, it may be argued, are distorted out of
all connection with reality. But Benneit the realig docs
appear in the leas srious of these novels.  This is chiefly
s in hisdescriptions of the variousforms of dissassswhich
play such aprominent part in all histales. It isknown that
Bennett liked to make ue of such cass in many of the
dories, that he read medical dictionaries and aked his
doctor friends to check the symptoms he described. But
no one had ever thought before of introducing medical
knowledge into romantic literature—to lay down onés
heroeswith meedes or hay-fever. Y et wefind here daborate
dexriptions of catalepsy, heart dissass typhoid fever,
psaudo angina, the bes way to cure a chill, arash, a fainting
fit. Thisin a somewhat disconcerting manner lends an air
of reality to the whole.

The Grand Babylon Hotel is generally sdected by critics
as representative of Bennett's guilty activities in the field of
snsational literature. Thisis no doubt due to its connection
with later novels of much higher value—lmperial Palace in
particular. West terms it "a well-written extravaganza',
Smons "his bes fantasy". 1 would rather choose The City
of Pleasure, with its atmosphere of luxury and sucoessul
commercial transactions its plendid theatrical hero, its
absurd medodramatic adventures, and deplorable senti-
mental plot, as the mog typical. As for the mos interest-
ing, it isno doubt The Statue which in its eaborate descrip-
tion of the political world and more expedialy in its picture
of Doncagter, the prime minister, gives us a first sketch, and
by no means a contemptible one, of what Bennett was
later to achieve in the admirable desriptions of Lord
Raingo.
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To one in sarch of thrills and sensations the super-
natural offered opportunities which it would -have been
folly tooverlook. The Ghost (1909) beongs precisdy to the
samedassof novedsasThe Grand Babylon or Teresa, theone
difference lying in the introduction of the ghost of Lord
Clarenceux as one of the characters It is nothing but a
shocker pure and dmple as appears clearly from such
gpisodes asthe murder of Aresca or the attempted poisoning
of Rosa by her rival Carlotta Deschamps. It must be ad-
mitted that the ghogt is managed with unusual power and
vividness Typically enough this vistor from the other
world is conceved in a very realidic, even materialistic
way: he anokes travesin boats and trains, can mix with a
crowd and yet exgpe immediate detection. It makes him
in away moreimpressve. But it shows how the objective
mind of Bennett wasimperviousto mystical and piritualis-
tic influences He himself averred that the.writing of the
book had been "agreat lark" and wasnot alittle surprised
when in 1926 the Nouvelle Revue Frangai se chose that penny
shocker to begin the sries of trandations of his bes novels
which they intended to publish.

At one smtence in The Ghost we mugt however pause " |
had a glimpse of that other world which exigs Sde by sde
of and permeates our own." Thisidea of another exigence
enfolded in our life and enfolding it was to grow and
develop in Bennett's mind; in fact the preceding sntence
contains the germ of the novel which was to become The
Glimpse (1909). Asiswell known Bennett first wrote a
short gory with that title for the Chrigmas number of
Black and White; in that form The Glimpsewasbut arecord
of the experiences of a man who, having remained some
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considerable time in catalepsy, retains his consciousness and
comes back tolifewith an impression that death is a gradual
separation of the soul from the body and a slow transition
from the material world to a more spiritual one of which
weonly aregiven "a glimpse" Itiseasy to understand that
such a contribution professing asit does to give of theworld
after death aversion which had no connectionwith Christian
belief and ending with the ominous words "| have seen
God" wasnot quitetheright thing for a Christmasnumber
and that it was turned down by a startled editor. Then
Bennett added a very subtle human story to the "cass',
developed the pseudo-metaphysical part and turned it into
a novel. He has himself told the story in My Réligious
Experience:*

Many yearsago | had adream and in thedream | stood by my
own dead body and saw the pennies upon my eyes | cannot
remember at thisdigance of timewhat theres of the dream was,
but it had to do with the adventures of the soul after death.
This dream while it convinced me of nothing and gave me no
faith in afuturelife made a consderable impresson upon me as
an artist, and | expanded the idea and the mood into a novel,
which | called The Glimpse, the glimpse being of what lies beyond
death. For the purpose of the novel | read alittlein Oriental
theology and philosophy, and out of that and out of such
notions as | had previoudy met with | congructed a theory of
thefutureand put it intoamoreor lesrealistic form.

The realistic part of the novel (the events leading up to
the "death" of Maurice Loring) isadmirable. Bennett has
drawn with great subtlety the character of the sdfish, un-
sympathetic husband and of the guilty, though at heart

Yhings that have | nterested Me, | 1 1.
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honet, wife. The description of Loring's lad moments, of
the " pennies on the eyes’ soene, as alsd of hisrfesurrection
at the predse minute when his wife is committing suidde
isbeyond all praisefor careful consgtruction and perfect dove-
tailing of small details.  The reault is one of pure, smple,
absolute truth. It is more difficult to passjudgment on the
"mydgtical "part of the tale. It will be noticed that the best
passages are those in which the material and spiritual worlds
are mixed, and the one is destribed realigically from the
point of view of the other. There are dever phrasss and
metaphors, as that of the large shop-window filled with
dark-coloured goods which gradually become apparent if
one looks intently through the bright reflection of the street
outsde; this being Bennett's remarkable symbol of how the
spiritual wor ld becomes visble through thewor Id of matter.
But on the whole the middle part of the book drikes one as
long-winded and unconvincing. These adventures of a
disembodied soul are so vague, so utterly devoid of any
definite progresson that one soon arrives at the conviction
that, in spite of his "readings in Oriental theology”, the
writer had nothing predse to sy and did not even sy it
very well. One soon ges tired of the "iridescence of the
chromatic complexity of the radiant plane" or of the fed-
ings that are "comprehended in all the folds of their emo-
tion". Thisisvile English, the bad English that Bennett is
apt to write when, like Balzac (but fortunately less often
than Balzac), he tries to write well. Yet it would be rash
to infer that he was not half Sncere when he wrote The
Glimpse. In gpite of his asertion that the " supernatural
parts of the novel were inventions' and that " he never had
the dightest belief in the theories st forth" one cannot help
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being impressed by the care and obvious complacency with
which Befinett has developed this part of the novel. One
cals to mind some of the short gories towards the end of
his career in which spiritualistic phenomena are introduced
—Under the Hammer, The Dream and especially the un-
finished Dream of Destiny. I n spite of continuousrepresson
the mystic sentimental vein was ever ready to surge in the
heart of thematerialist. And weareleft wondering whether
the glimpse was a glimpse or awink.

So far, in these many novels, | have not encountered a
sngle one for which, with perhaps excessve indulgence, |
did not find a word of justification or at leas an excuse |
now come to the one novel by Bennett which grikes me as
(artigtically) inexcusable. And the tragedy is that, at least
when hewroteit, hewasunder theimpresson that it would
be a maderpiece.  We have every reason to think that
Sacred and Profane Love (1905) was concelved as a serious,
dignteresed work of art and that itsauthor spared no pains
to make it as good as he could. Hence the importance of
the failure. From an ethical point of view it was a good
book—congructed and written without hage, apart from
any congderation of immediate financial uccess This is
confirmed externally as it were by Bennett himself who
wrote in his Journals that he wanted it to be "a srious
novel, athird to Annaand Leonora’ (hisbest achievementsso
far)—that he" hoped it would beasgood asthe LysRouge”.
So confident was hein the value of hiswork that he antici-
pated scandal and notoriety rather than failure. " Will the
British public gand it?" he asked from the ever wiseH. D.
Davray, who however refusad to beimpressed either by the
book or the possble danger to the susceptibilities of English

89



A STUDY OF ARNOLDBENNETT

opinion. There is dso internal evidence of the most dis-
quieting nature as to what Bennett intended Sacred and
Profane Love to be. To anyone who studies the plot closely
it is obvious that the novel is merely arough sketch of The
Old Wives Tale which as we know was conceived years
before Bennett made up his mind to compose it in its
definite form. Carlotta, the Five Town girl of romantic
tendencies, who wants to follow a career of experience and
independence, and after finding her aunt dead as the result
of her excgpade with Diaz (precisely as Mr. Bainesis found
stifled in his bed) runs off to London, the Riviera, Paris,
lives there in miserable lodgings and assodiaes with pros-
titutes is nothing but afirst version of Sophia Baines. Of
course the plot is simpler, coarser and more melodramatic
than that of the later masterpiece. There are violent degths,
pictures of gilded vice, trains de luxe, grand hotels asin his
most sensational stories. The theme too is bolder: Carlotta
does yield to the temptation, becomes Diaz' migtress and
later has a very chequered career while Sophia preserves
amost miraculous chastity. This might impress Bennett as
the extreme of audacity, a breach of accepted literary con-
ventions. But he is so conscious of his boldness, of his
voluntary departures from decorum that a heavy Victorian
atmosphere clings to his would-be novel of luxury and
liberation: Carlotta drinks Chartreuse, but in a glass of
smaller size, especialy provided for ladies. After the sin
dhe reflects that her conduct has been "unpardonable in a
girl situated as | was", etc. Bennett's chief mistake ssams to
have been his method of narrative in the first person as if
Carlotta herself told her adventure: thus he is tempted to
write in a sentimental semi-hysterical style which he could
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manage only too well, which he thought natural as from a
woman of passon, and which is simply the perfection of
vulgarity, insincerity and cheap pathos. He makes her say
for instance: "I stretched out towards Diaz with the hands
of my soul" or "he kissed me twice; the fire that consumes
the world ran searching through me". The descriptive parts
are weakest perhaps and most artificial. Sometimes they
are directly reminiscent of Ouida and the conventionally
"aristocratic" atmosphere of her novels: "In my drawing-
room, far too full of bric-i-brac beneath the blaze of two
Empire chandeliers which Viary had found for me in
Chartres there were perhaps a dozen guests assembled".
Sometimesthe styleisreally like nothing on earth, anincon-
gruous mixture of the most antagonistic phrases. "On the
seaward terrace of the vast, pale, floriated Casino so impres-
sveinitsglittering vulgarity like the bride cake of a stock-
broker's wedding we strolled about the multifarious crowd,
immersed in ourselves.” We now understand what Bennett
meant when he said that, in his early novels, the sentences
were apt to be "damnably mudiesque’. The theme he
treated (in spite of some melodramatic elements carefully
eliminated from The Old Wives Tale and dso from the
later Lilian whichisnot without some Hkenessto Sacred and
Profane Love) was perhaps not worse than many others: it
contained one good situation, which Bennett was to intro-
duce more than once in his novels—that of the woman who
is ready to "pay the price of love" and accept the imper-
fections of the man she has chosen (in this particular ingtance
aman of genius). But it required to be treated with all the
subtlety and superficiad detachment of which only the
greater Bennett was capable.  The "damnably mudiesque
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dyle" has destroyed all. The long and the short of it is that
Bennett while really unmoved affected to write in the
emotional style of a grande amoureuse. Hence the radical
weskness of the book. Thisis so true that when a few years
later (1911) Bennett decided to make a play out of the novel,
although, as was aways the cae in such adaptations, he
swvegtened the plot and dropped some details which he
found too crude, yet he greatly improved the story and
turned a vile nove into a passable drama mer ely because he
was then mager of his style and had exchanged his florid
intolerable sentences for a plain straightforward matter of
fact dialogue. But, when all has been said, this narrative of
1905 makes ingructive though didressng reading. It is
good to know from what depths Benneit rose to the
heights of consummate artistry.

The forty odd short gories which he accumulated in his
three collections of Five Town Tales' can easly be dis-
tributed under the headings of either "farce' or "melo-
drama’. Itistruethat they all havethe" local" atmosphere
in common—that this gives them a kind of unity and that
they should bejudged as descriptive of provincial cusom
and character, not merely on their merits as sories. No
doubt some interesting colour, as we shall duly note later,
may be gathered from some of them. But, it mugs be
owned that the Saffordshire atmogphere is often highly
unreal, and introduced merely for the sake of creating an
artificial smilarity of tone. This is particularly true of the
sction " Abroad” in the Tales: such dories as The Hun-
garian Rhapsody or The Sisters Quita would be of just as

Tdesof the Five Towns, 1905; The Grim Smileof the Five Towns, 1907,
TheMatador of theFive Towns, 1912.
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much or aslittle interes if their heroes had not been born
in the Five Towns.

Bennett himsalf described his dories as either " tabloid
melodrama’ or "dices of life". The meodramas are some-
times frankly cheap and unconvincing like The Letter and
the Lie (a sentimental tale in the syle of Barrie), The
Supreme Illusion, Nocturne at the Majestic, etc., or more
grimly realigic with a touch of Maupassaant's Norman
doriesasin A Letter Home (Bennett'sfirst tale published in
1893), The Idiot, Mary with the High Hand, The Elixir of
Youth, etc. The "dices of life" are not very many if one
undergands thereby the detached description of real somes
unemotionally conveyed: perhaps The Tight Hand (arough
sketch of Riceyman Steps) and The Cat and Cupidwhichis
reminiscent of Flaubert might bes answer that description.
But mor e often the objective realigic dement is qualified by
humour of varying kinds and degrees—with different
results In a Netv Bottle is a coarse joke of low quality, Mr.
Cowlishaw, Dentist, a piece of foolish clownery, TheBaby's
Tooth an innocuous light story, The Goose Driver and The
Dog, two good humorous pictures of local character. But
in thethree Vera dories, epedally The Murder of the Man-
darin, Bennett rises to high, even subtle comedy in which
the fathomless stupidity of the beautiful Vera is very
ddicatedly suggesed in a hundred ways, though never
bluntly aserted. Lastly The Death of Simon Fuge and
The Matador are neither farce nor meodrama but two
perfect little maderpieces which probe the very depths
of human nature. They will have to be consdered
Separ atdy.

After 1912 Bennett had no use for the Five Towns ether
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for Farce or Melodrama though they continued to serve
as background to his serious redlistic novels (These Twain,
The Roll Call) as late as 1916. In his later collections of
short stories hardly one or two tades have anything to do
with Staffordshire. But, curiously enough Bennett returned
to his old style in The Srange Vanguard (1928) which not
only introduces in the person of Lord Furber atypical Five
Town character, but dso blends in one and the same
narrative the methods of farce and melodrama which Ben-
nett had so far more or less kept separae. In an atmosphere
of cosmopolitan luxury (the novel was written in Romein
1926 and most of the scene is laid in Italy) and of post war
commercial competition, the plots and counter-plots of
ruthless millionaires who would not even stop at murder
(very much asin the old shockers) centre round a grotesque
episode—a proposterous bet which shows the obstinacy of
the Five Town population in general and of Lord Furber in
particular. This comical episode which is the best thing in
the book had been aready turned to good account in What
| have said, | have said, one of the short stories collected
in The Woman who Sole Everything (1927). The picture
of this Five Town magnate who at first objects to the
notion, supported by his wife, of taking bus ninety-nine as
a means of conveyance to Piccadilly and then, once he has
asented, means to abide by his decision even when the
awful fact is disclosed that this line is no longer running, is,
let us admit, good fun. But the enlargement of the primitive
short story and the superstructure added in the novel is of
doubtful interest. It seems that Bennett—the Bennett of
the years of exhaustion—endeavoured to return to his
former Five Town vein by mixing the comic with the
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tragic in order to give by means of this artificial blending
the impression of creative originality.

The tdes and novels which we have been passing under
review exhibit shining merits and grave faults in varying
degrees.  Some of them, it has been pointed out, contain
passages of real excellence and promise. But one defect they
all have in common—their discontinuity. The episodes
whether natural and commonplace as in A Man from the
North, burlesque asin A Great Man, delightfully humorous
as in Buried Alive, incredible and violent as in The Grand
Babylon, form a broken saries in which the connecting links
are absent or lost in darkness. Hence a general impression
of something unconvincing, unreal. Bennett, the great
master of English realism, was not slow in realizing this.
And he decided to givein The Old Wives' Tale something
which, compared with his previous kaeidoscopic produc-
tions, would be like perfect cinematographic art—even
perhaps cinematography in slow motion.
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CLASSICAL TRAGEDY: THE OLD WIVES TALE

HIL E Bennett was grovelling in the sty of farce and

sensationalism he never lost sight of the high aim
which he felt confident he would one day fulfil and main-
tained his connection with art and serious literature by
means of a few sedate, carefully written novels. Thus, in
spite of his great failure (Sacred and Profane Love), we find
that the way for The Old Wives Tale had been prepared
by three novels of rea merit: Anna of the Five Towns,
Leonora, Whom God Hath Joined.

Anna, published in 1902, had been begun (& Ss Tell-
wright) as early as 1897 and probably much rewritten.
Bennett, who always showed some indulgence to A Man
from the North, wrote of Anna with excessve severity on
more than one occasion. " Thelast page o£Annawould have
sent me into a lunatic asylum if it had lasted five minutes
longer".? And he quoted with some complacency the sar-
casm of a contemporary reviewer according to whom it was
"an entirely uninteresting tale about entirely uninteresting
people".® H. G. Wells, though fairer to the book, was aso
critical when he neatly described it as "aphotograph alittle

YL etter to Sturt. 31 January 1897. Catalogue, p. 24.
Journals, 1,1907.
3Things that have Interested Me, | |, p. 220.
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underdeveloped” |. 1t mug be granted that it lacksvitality,
often tendsto dullness complete and unrelieved. The syle
is heavy, even technical in the description of factories and
local atmosphere, occasonally encumbered by explanatory
foot-notes, a method which Bennett never used again.
Another dgn that this is a very early novel indeed is the
introduction of dialect. A littlelater, in The Truth about an
Author, Bennett was to write that in a provincial novel
"dialect should be the meres indication" and not by any
means realigic. Thisprincipleisvery srictly adhered toin
all his Five Town dories but the use of dialectal formsisin
Anna something more than "the merest indication”.
The reault is not fortunate and tends to make the dialogue
still heavier. The snse of oppresson and ennui which soon
becomes so strong in the reader isfurther emphaszed by the
numerous descriptive passsges  These are in themsdves
remarkableand sand out very well. Chief amongthem are
descriptions of industrial scenery and of the clay factories.
Thelatter are the more remarkable as they are exceptional
in Bennett. In spite of the fact that pottery is the chief
industry of Staffordshire it is highly sgnificant that Bennett
—savein Anna—hasnever described it at any length or made
it the background of any of his novels. Thetruth isthat he
was chiefly attracted by the luxury trades—hotds, sores
theatres—and more interested in shops than in factories
But in Anna, Bennett, conscientious and inexperienced,
carefully attempted description of the chief local indudtries
and did it competently. Indeed these passages are very well
written—concrete, colourful as well as accurate and con-
goicuous for condensed imagery. Some of these impressons
Catalogue, p. 39.
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of thegrimindustrial scenery of the Five Townsareworthy
of an anthology, and it is evident that much art and patient
work has gone to their confection. Bennett is here probably
nearer than anywhere d<e to the "ecriture artiste" of Flau-
bert and the Goncourts and Anna is a better example than
A Man from the North of the influence of the French redists
on Bennett. The trouble is that these descriptions nearly
aways read like digressions; they are externa to the story
and the art of blending them with the narrative, so obvious
in the other, novels, had not yet been mastered by Bennett.
The book has all the duggishness and something of the
atmosphere of a novel by George Eliot. It often reads like
a literary guide to the Five Towns and the surrounding!
country. At other timesit has adidactic flavour. Thecriti-
cism and implied condemnation of Wesleyanism as "a
materialistic religion" is constant; the denunciation of
paterna tyranny is even more systematic than in The Way
of All Flesh. In 1897 Bennett wrote to Sturt that his book
was above all "a sermon againgt parental authority”. "A
sermon”. The word admirably describes the impression of
painstaking heaviness which it creates in the reader. At the
same time it has some genuine artistic merit: the description
of the revivalist meeting is a masterpiece of realism and
irony, with some fine satirical touches. Thestory isinitself
touching in a simple way, and the compassion of Anna for
the son of the bankrupt manufacturer Willie Price is a
delicate touch which announces Christine of the Pretty Lady
and her instinctive pity for the broken officer. The ending
(the secret suicide of Willie with the £500 in his pocket) is
contrived with admirable restraint and economy. It is
characterigtic of Bennett's methods as a playwright that this
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effect—probably the finest thing in the book—was entirely
gpailed in the gageverson of 1908 (Cupid and Common
Sense) in order to sscure ahappy ending. But on thewhole
the novel is one of which Bennett should have been proud—
a gncere and honest piece of.work, not without promises
of future grestness—a good, if somewhat stodgy, study of
provincial life. It would havewon aliterary prizein France.

Theinterest of Leonora, published in 1903, centresround
the character after which the book is called and round it
alone. Thereis condderable originality and real psycholo-
gical insight in thispictureof amiddle-aged heroinewho has
reached what is according to Bennett the most romantic
timeof life. Her personality has developed fully, her beauty
has mellowed and, as she is sudied in her relation to her
husband, John Stanway (a contemptible cad), and her three
daughters, who arefar inferior to her in intellect and charm,
dhe comes out to bet advantage as a heroine should. She
is torn between a "futile desre for her lost youth” and a
"morbid fear of approaching age' and here Bennett has
already got hold of the central theme of The Old Wives
Tale, the particular tragedy of old age for a woman of
beauty and wit. The tragedy ishere all the more poignant
asLeonorafallsin love. But she doesnot cry or wring her
hands as a young girl might; Bennett has endowed her,
partly by nature but alo partly as a result of experience,
with calm optimism, benevolence, and perhaps just a touch
of passvity which enables her to take the most srious
events—dishonour, impending ruin, death, acute conflict
with her daughters (here, curioudy enough, Bennett Sdes
with the parent againg the children)—in a practical and
supremey sngble manner. She is dedlightful, and Conrad
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justly claimed that we saw too little of her, that "the
pedestal was too great for the statue'." Indeed the pedestal
is not only too great, but aso unworthy of the datue: the
Five Town characters (Aunt Hannah, Uncle Mehsach) are
grody overdone; the daughters (Ethel, the romantic; Rose,
the intellectual; Millicent, the sdfish minx) are superficially
drawn and unconvincing. Bennett claimed that this was
essntially a domestic novel, a picture of family life. But the
Scotsman, in a contemporary review, had no difficulty in
passing sntence on it from that point of view and pointed
out that it was the "vulgar life of a smug prosperous home
with meat teas'. The interest of the book is psychological
and lies in Bennett's analyss of feminine character. The
"happy ending" with John's death and Leonora's marriage
to Arthur which converts what might have been a sort of
twentieth century Princesse de Clevesinto a commonplace
love story was justly deplored by Wells who concluded
that "the clever Bennett would be terrible for Bennett the
artis to dude'? Lagly the novel, which was probably
composd far less leisurely than Anna, is very unevenly
written. It isa sort of battlefield between bad syle and style
of real digtinction. Bennett obvioudy had high hopes of
this book and remembered in 1919 that " when composing
Leonora at his hotel on the Quai Voltaire" he usd to go
out in the rue de RivoU " with the sensation as if the top of
his head would come off" .2 The top of his head was to stand
far more presure and exertions before he finished The
Old Wives Tale.

'Catd .27,
b, p.%. P
Jumas |, p. 38,
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In Anna Bennett had got hold of an excdlent plot cosdy
connected with the Five Towns; in Leonora he had an
original gtuation in which his psychological insght and
knowledge of women could show to bes advantage Yet
he only half-sucoesded. He could not quite lift the one to
the sandard of vitality required for a maderpiece, and he
made a mess of the plot for the other. With Whom God
Hath Joined (1906) he sarted with astory that wasfar from
promising; the two divorce cass (Fearns v. Fearns and
Ridware v. Ridware) are connected in an artificial and
unnecessary manner and the latter in spite of the power and
pathos which its treatment implies would have been bet
omitted. Moreover there is a sugpidon that thee two
paralle cass are brought together with a didactic purpose
—that thisis a nove "with a thess', that, as Marks ora-
torical remarks at the end would seam to prove, Bennett's
underlying intention was to write a tract againg divorce,
or at leag the publicity given to divorce cass in England—
a ubject, as we know, on which he fet warmly. Yet in
spite of these obvious pitfalls he came very near achieving
absolute greatness in this novel. For he had now acquired
the detachment of a great realig and the magery of a per-
fectly adequate style.

The firs eighty pages are competent and power ful—no
more. The gory of the conjugal sorrows of Lawrence
Ridware arouss interest which is moderate but very
artigtically divided between the outraged husband and the
guilty wife. Then with the chapter entitled Annunciata the
tone suddenly rises and the human interest inoreasss a hun-
dredfold. In the house of the sucoesful lawyer, from which
the wife is temporarily absent, the three charadters of
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Charlie Fearns, his daughter Annunciata and his mistress
Renee Souchon, the French governess, are drawn with
strange dearness and precision. Chiefly, the relation of the
hard pure English maiden to the womanly insinuating
Frenchwoman is mercilesdy analysed and faultlessly con-
veyed. The setting for the tragedy is minutely prepared.
And the climax—the discovery by Annunciata that Renee
dexps in her father's room—is described without undue
emotion as it draws slowly nearer with the inevitability of
fate. For imaginative insight and subtlety of andyss
Bennett never surpassad these few pages Moreover the
craftsmanship, the patient elaboration of minute details of
the plot, which had occasionally been foreshadowed in
some of the earlier novels, is here revealed in its full power
and succeads in creating an atmosphere of reality, of in-
tellectual acceptation on the part of the reader which is not
a mere "suspension of disbelief" but an actual conviction.
This is seen chiefly in the great court scene in the second
half of the book. This climax had been prepared from the
very first pages in which a chance sentence ("1 suppose you
won't keep living in afurnished house for ever?') contains
the key to the central episode. Similarly the unimportant
telegram sent by Mrs. Fearns to her husband is, many pages
later, the indirect caue of the catastrophe as Annunciata
watching her father through the half open door espies the
fatal pat on the governesss cheek. This goes far towards
proving, as Mr. Priestley ingsts, that Bennett worked his
gtories backwards, starting from the main event and tracking
it to its most infinitesimal beginnings.

Lastly, though the style is here remarkably free from the
emotional exceses and ornaments of Sacred and Profane
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Love, a shade of half-repressed pathos occursin some of the
finest passages of the book—a sane of the tragedy of life—
amere shudder or quiver which shows that the author is not
unmoved or absolutely impartial in face of the events he
so detachedly records—a proof of that "lofty nobility of
mind" which Bennett recognized as the highest quality of
the novehst and of which despite appearances he was not
altogether devoid. This is seen for instance in the scene of
Renee's farewell to Charlie Fearns under the bridge when
the sudden appearance of a horse hauling a barge along the
canal secretly connects the tragi-comedy with the larger
tragedy of life;' or the admirable conclusion to the dis-
covery by Annunciata of her father's indignity:

But now the supreme dissger had happened. The bomb had
burst. A moment's indiscretion, a moment's folly at the top of a
daircase had nullified the amazing and daborate ingenuity in
deceit of a quarter of a century. Charles Fearns the tight-rope
dancer had fallen, and crushed the tender and ddicate creature
whom alone he purely loved.?

By this combination of faultless realism, imperceptible
emotion and perfect dignity of style the greatness of Arnold
Bennett is fully revealed.

In the mind of him who reads The Old Wives' Tale (1908)
through, especially after the wild failures or depressing half-
ucceses which preceded, a general impression remains
afloat on the ocean of contradictory impressions created by
the book: that of classical restraint. It is not perhaps easy to
account for in detail but it seems inevitable. It may appear
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preposterous to liken the novel to "a classca tragedy”,
but it is undeniable that in this widely different province of
the novel if exliibits some of the essentid qualities of
classcd art. Anearly critic, F.J. H. Darton, praisedinit "a
height of pasdonless austerity”. H. G. Wells writing
immediately after publication found it "too big, too fine
and too restrained”l for immediate recognition. Bennett
himself wrote, describing his aspirations at the time when he
st down to his task, that he hoped he could do something
effective "by sher force of concentration and monotony".
Moreover the principal models he had s&t himself at the
time—either for form, or matter—Maupassant, Stendhal,
George Moore, were all masters of the classica touch. On
the other hand, Frank Harris, that inveterate romantic, was
disappointed in the book and protested against the dull
quiet ending which he wanted more flamboyant. Whatever
its faults or occasional exceses The Old Wives Tale reveals
an essentidly classcd method of art: realism qualified by
selection or adaptation. Its elaborate though somewhat
bulky architecture has at least something in common with
the Parthenon of which the columns were built with slight
obliquity so as to leave a perfectly straight image on the
curved retina of the human eye.

Classica, romantic or merely realistic, Bennett at least
was fully aware that in beginning The Old Wives' Tale in
the autumn of 1907 he was attempting something big We
know how the first thought of it had occurred to him as
early as 1903 while witnessing a strange scene in a Paris
restaurant.?  "For severa years | looked it squarely in the

'Catalogue, p. 40.
*Preface.
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face at intervals and then walked away to write novels of
smaller scope.... But | could not dally for ever___ " For
now he was overcome by a strange sense of fate, the feeling
that the moment had come to strike the blow. "At this
period, 1907, the story of The Old Wives Talelay in wait
for me within my mind and was continualy reminding me
of its presence there; the idea moved within me in the way
of liquids in the tanks of arolling yacht".* He felt that the
idea was "ripening”, that "he was fecundating an epic".
And he brought to hiswork a disinterested passion, a high
fervour which was unexpected or at least unusua in one
who had so long exulted in the pose of aprofessiona writer.
"1 must introduce inthe novel not merely sexua psychology
but alofty nobility such as | got sometimesin Whom God
Hath Joined."

Another sign of Bennett's intense seriousness when he
wrote the novel were the fears and doubts he entertained
about its success The date of publication, his wife tells us,
he consdered as "the most important day of his life".
When he had concluded the last chapter he confessed that
"he thought the book dull”. He was "apprehensive about
its fate" and had "no real hope of its success'. These were
not only the misgivings of a gambler who has staked his all
on one stroke; but dso a deep artistic conviction that the
book which had been written without immediate thought
of public taste or rapid success was really too good and
could not be given proper recognition. Such, as we have
seen, was aso the opinion of H. G. Wells.

In most of Bennett's novels the story istold for its own
ske. This convinced practiser of redistic technique would

Yife and Letters, January 1929. Note to extractsfrom the Journals.
105



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

not allow hisopinionsto interfere with the straightforward
narrative. Itisonly inhisearly books, and very occasionaly,
as in the tirade againg divorce casss in Whom God Hath
Joined, or the frequent unsympathetic presentment of
parental tyranny, that one may detect an echo of his own
private views. His most typical works These Twain, The
Pretty Lady, Riceyman Seps are truly novels without a
purpose. Thiswas all the more natural and essy to achieve
as Bennett had no very original message to deliver—as his
essentid genius served by alife-long habit of sdlf-repression
congsted precisaly in ignoring his own feelings and observ-
ing those of others with the understanding that springsfrom
perfect detachment. When writing his books he thought
pre-eminently of his story and of his characters—as an
artist. But it ssems that in the case of The Old Wives Tale
he started from a general idea—that he first conceived
clearly the beauty and tragedy of a theme which he then
proceeded to illustrate. This at least is the impression one
derives from the Preface and it isnot belied by aclose study
of the novel in which it recurs, directly or indirectly
exposed, like a sort of burden. Itis asad, highly poetical
theme—old and commonplace as a classica theme should
be—precisdy that treated in Villon's Ballade des Dames du
Temps Jadis or more closely still in Baudelaire's Petites
Vieilles—the decline and fall of feminine grace and beauty.
"Thereis an extreme pathos" wrote Bennett in the Preface
"in the mere fact that every stout ageing woman was once
ayoung girl with the unique charm of youth in her forms
and movements and in her mind. And the fact that the
change from the young girl to the stout ageing woman
is made up of an infinite number of infinitesimal
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changes, each unperceived by her, only intensfies the
pathos."

Corps femenin qui tant es tendre
Poly, oef, 9 precieux,
Tefaudra-t-il ces maux atendre?
Oy. . ..

had sung Villon. "Oy" echoed Bennett and he proceeded to
record "ces maux”, the "infinitesimal changes', with a
patience and a relentless minuteness which, though never
coarsely physical, is yet more cruel than the French poet's
macabre realism. Unlike Thackeray's masterpiece, The
Old Wives Taleisnot "anovel without ahero”. Itis, as
was admirably said, "a novel with two suffering heroines
and three conquering heroes. Time, Death and Muta-
bility."

The classcd touch is dso felt in the subtle drawing of the
chief characters. Sophia first, one of the best women
characters ever created by Bennett; to begin with, romantic,
mischievous and wayward—eager to exgpe her drab
commercial surroundings—haughtily conscious of her
beauty—sensuous, yearning for love, yearning for Paris and
pretty clothes and all the luxury of the South. But after the
death of her romantic illusions, all the " Teutonic astuteness'
in her revedls itself, all her latent capacity for organization
not unmixed with the terrible "thrift" ingrained in every
Five Town heart—always strong, self-contained, stoical.
And next, Constance, the original heroine of the story
though of an obviously less heroic cadt, provincial, cour-
ageous, decent, industrious with a weaker vein of sentiment
and tenderness—the "mangy tabby cat" sde by sde with
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"the superb wild animal” as Frank Harris puts it. Mrs.
Baines who remains for the reader the mellow" matron of
the first pages concedling beneath her kind mgestic ap-
pearance and tactful behaviour an iron snse of her authority
as a mother and of her socid dignity. Mr. Povey who
combines with the mind and body of a shop assdant the
impulses of an apostle and a martyr. Gerad the unfor-
gettable weakling. Cyril, self-centred, with the cruelty of
youth. Miss Chetwynd, shabby, pretentious, pedantic, yet
impressively refined. But in spite of the delicacy of the
touch which reminds one of the eighteenth century masters
—Richardson, Marivaux, Stendhal—those characters, with
the possible exception of Sophia, are comparatively simple.
In their esence there is nothing complex, little that is
mysterious or abnormal. It is in the interplay of their
fedings, in their reaction to each other that the subtlety
comes in and that Bennett's admirable insight is revealed.
The story of the conflict between mother and daughter over
Sophias future at the beginning of the book is masterly as
ads the relations between Gerald and Sophia, Samue
Povey and Congtance, though the latter are not so elabor-
ately treated. With a much lighter touch Bennett achieves
effects as degp and far-reaching as Butler in The Way of all
Flesh. The situation of Constance and her neglectful son,
in which the influence of Maupassant's Une Vie is most
clearly felt, is equally well rendered; and, as ever, Bennett's
andyss of the relation between magters and sarvants is
superb.

The amount of realistic observation which went to the
making of The Old Wives Tale is consderable. Of the
draper's shop, Bennett posessd first-hand knowledge as

108



CLASSICAL TRAGEDY: "THE OLD WIVES' TALE"

he had during part of his childhood lived with his grand-
parents who owned such a shop in . John's Square,
Burslem. A large number of detals in the course of the
narrative were copied from actual life." Where he possessed
no first-hand information Bennett had recourse to sources
which were as close to life as was possible: conversations
with the Leberts about the sege of Paris, press-cuttings or
journalists’ impressions as in the case of the shooting of the
mad elephant at Burslem Wakes or the public execution at
Auxerre; historical works and Memoirs for the events of
1870-1871.2 The result is often impressive and convincing;
here and there (though not everywhere) Bennett's style
acquires the strength, nay the brutality of Maupassant's or
the Goncourt's physical descriptions. A selection of striking
passages could even be gathered (the death of John Baines,
the funera tea, Povey's tickets, the drunkenness of Daniel
Povey's wife, the great execution scene, Sophids gastric
dizziness) which stamp him as adisciple of Bazac and Zola.

As often as not however, in the midst of his most de-
liberate attempts at realism, the style is strangely reticent
and chastened. | have shown that, in the execution scene®
when he has made use of typical details from the articles of
Georges de Labruyere, he hes often weakened and toned

The description of the excitement caused by the news of Eyraud's
impending execution in the night restaurants is copied from similar
enes witnessed by Bennett in Paris at the time of the acquittal of
Therese Humbert, & a glance at Paris Nights will show; Sophias
discovery of Gerald's unfaithfulness as he drives past her in a cab, was,
| am informed, an actual experience in the life of one of Bennett's near
relatives; the Dr. Stirling of the end of the novel had as its original a
Dr. Russell who diedin Scotland in 1926.

jISbeeAppendix, p. 264.
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them down. We here find the limits of Bennett's realism
which though honest and conscientious is not by any means
merciless or absolute. It has been often remarked that his
Five Town somes are far more convincing than the French
episodes of histale, and it must be admitted that little excuse
can be found for his pictures of Parisian life. "Ses Francais
sont vraiment peu flattes" complains Chevalley. Why
should he have drawn such caricatures ? It is no use pleading,
as Mr. Simons does, that Bennett was not a good painter
of this sophisticated milieu because he himself was un-
sophisticated. We know by some admirable pages in Paris
Nights and in the Journals that he had then penetrated French
life and ways thoroughly well, liked them and described
them excellently. The painful truth ssems to be that he
preferred giving his English public a picture of the French
such as they would naturally expect, corresponding asit did
to racial prejudice, rather than the more sober truth which
he knew so well. Hence that incredible Madame Foucault
who was good enough for Sacred and Profane Love but is
here out of place; hence that theatrical though chivalrous
Chirac who properly belongs to West-End popular farce
or Drury Lane melodrama. The artificiality of these descrip-
tionsis best shown in the language spoken by such characters
which is aliteral trandation of French idioms ("Isit that |
know" etc.). In The Pretty Lady Bennett had once more
recourse to the same trick with perhaps still more disastrous
results. How methods of such vulgarity could recommend
themsalves to the artist and hater of convention that he was
isinconceivable.

Is not the central character—Sophia—open to this, or a
similar charge? Has not the admirable realistic material out
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of which she was created been reduced both in quantity and
quality by strange admixtures and mutilations? Chevalley
remarks that, like aprim English virgin, "elle passe incon-
cevablement a cote des souillures’. And Frank Harris
vehemently' voiced his disappointment and explained that
he "wanted her seduced, abandoned" and becoming
gradually "the magnificent courtesan which you had at
first intended". It must be owned that in the early dages
Sophia was something very different. The novel was to
have been "written cruelly" in the manner of Ivan Ilytch—
Sophia was to have become "a whore and all that", like
that "mysterious pretty Englishwoman from Liverpool who
gave lessons in English to a constant stream of messieurs
chics' mentioned in the Journals. She finally was meant to
"sink in the world" and "end her days as companion of
dogsin front of adog-cart". And Bennett even added "what
an outcry in the literary columns of the British Press!”|
What happened then? Was the fealess redlist afraid of the
British Press? Was he afraid of his public? Did he choose to
effect a compromise such as he recommended in The
Author's Craft? Why does Gerald marry Sophia instead of
jilting her? Why does she not become Chirac's mistress?
And, is this, as Frank Harris complained, a caee of high
artistic treeson? Rather perhaps, at least in part of high
artistic scruple.  After all to have made one sgter virtuous
and stay-at-home, the other "splendidly sinful” would have
been the height of romantic symmetry. The natural trend
of the story demanded that Sophia, deserted by her husband,
bound by ties of gratitude, should become the migtress of
Chirac—a man who was going to risk his life in a brave
Y jjeand Letters, January 1929.
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undertaking. Even the British public would have forgiven
her that momentary weskness with a bearded, tempera-
mental Frenchman. But the stern realist in Bennett said no.
The artist with supreme coquetry denied himself this facile
effect. Not likean Englishvirgin, but rather likef aDostoev-
skian heroine, without reason or motives, Sophia was
made to refuse Chirac's love and pursue lifer lonely
road in unwarranted chastity. She had not even, like
Gide's Alicia, the pretext of religious convictions. She
was probably a victim of dasscd reticence and artistic
austerity.

Theplotisdsofertilein possibilities. The eterna theme of
youth's dow decay underlies it and occasiondly uplifts it
to heights of poetic emotion. Bennett was not however
content with this, which the life of Constance would aone
have sufficed to illustrate. By adding Sophia, by contrasting
the personality of the two sgers by suddenly separating
their lives, making one dull and provincial, the other spec-
tacular and Parisian, only to merge them together again till
the end, thereby showing that romance, passon and adven-
ture on the one hand, common sne and middle-class
respectability on the other, are undistinguishable at the
coming of age and death—thus has Bennett endowed his
subject, which was merely cruelly pathetic, with atouch of
sceptical irony not unworthy of the Anatole France of
Thais. Y ou may follow the traditions, carry on the trade of
your ancestors in your native town by means of a marriage
of convenience, or you may marry for love, ruin your
reputation, arouse passon in the heart of a melodramatic
Frenchman, associge with prostitutes, suffer the rigours of
illness, cold and hunger in a beseged city—and then achieve
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wealth and worldly success What doesit all matter, what
difference does it make? Y ou will both become old, stay-at-
home women. Your efforts to escape provincial dullness
and mediocrity will be in vain. The past will count as
nothing. Wrinkles and illness will attenuate all differences
and regulate idiosyncrasies.

Je connais que pauvres e riches. . . .
Sages ¢ fols, pretres ¢ lais,

Nobles, villains, larges et chichcs
Dames a rebrassz collez

De queconque condicion. . . .

M ort saist sans exception.

However this defeat of youth and personality by time
seemed too individual to Bennett and he considerably
widened the range of his story by associating the growth,
decline and fall of the two dgters with the passing of the old
order of things and the coming of the new one. Sophia
helpsto bring it about and gives it asit were thefirst stroke
in the conflict with her mother at the beginning of the
book; with matchless art Bennett shows us how, by the
mer e refusal of a spoonful of castor oil, parental authority is
challenged and, as early as 1863, Victorian Society rocks on
its foundations. Then the old order suffers a new defeat in
the marriage of Constance with a mere assstant—Samuel
Povey. Mrs. Baines retires and dies. Meanwhile in Paris
we get an interesting if restricted aspect of life in the French
capital first in the last days of the empire, next during the
revolution and the siege. But here Bennett emphasizes the
uniformity and continuity of the life of the nation rather
than its slow or sudden changes. In her conflict with her
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son Constance is made a victim to the progress of that new
order which she unconsciously helped to bring about. She
is now in the camp of the old, and withstands all changes.
The last soe of the poll for or against Federation is sym-
bolical. The old municipal liberties are threatened by the
new need of centralization. Congtance stubbornly votes
againg the new law thus securing an ephemerd victory for
the Old Order and incidentally killing herself by leaving
her sick room. The circle has been run full length. With
the death of the last of the two sgers one cycle of history
dosss and another begins. Alone old Critchlow marks the
permanency of commercial instincts and the Five Towns will
to live.

The danger of course was that by thus widening his story,
by bringing in, even on a reduced scde, such enormous
episodes as the sege of Paris and the Commune, Bennett
risked overloading his novel, and making it erratic and
amorphous. This danger he has not quite avoided. The
dullness of Anna is here and there perceptible in the second
and chiefly in the fourth book of the novel. This dullness
IS perhaps inherent to the narrative and does not detract
from its classca character; but it could not be tolerated if
there were not brighter passsges Sometimes aso, in spite of
all precautions, Sophias adventures in Paris verge on the
melodramatic and she perilously reminds us of the Carlotta
Pedl of Sacred and Profane Love. The styletooisuneven. The
novel was begun in the autumn of 1907 at Fontainebleau
and the whole of the first book is written with great care,
and yet with eese and unaffected humour. Such peges &
the encounter between Miss Chetwynd and Mrs. Baines,
which recall Thackeray or even Meredith, are unique in

114



CLASSCAL TRAGEDY: "THE OLD WIVES TALE"

thework of Bennett. In the second book which waswritten
after an interruption of three months the tone is aready
different, colder, more detached. It rises to the heights of the
epic in the description of the execution and the orgiastic
night at Auxerre, then becomes strangely (perhaps pur-
posely) restrained and even ineffectual during the Sege and
the events that follow. It never recaptures the warmth and
geniality of the opening pages.

Is then The Old Wives Tale nothing but a "formless
Chronicle" as has been dleged? Was the adjunction of
Sophias life in Paris (an afterthought, as we know) a
mistake? Does the narrative, at least occasionaly, drift aim-
lesdy as in a Dostoevskian novel? We know that a little
later in order to secure its inclusion in the Tauchnitz series
Bennett was forced to abridge the tale. Was this process
artistically desrable and should we admit that there is in
the book much that is unnecessary and adventitious? What
becomes then of its artistic quality of the classca soundness
of the work?

It is saved by the patient perfection of the technique—by
the masterful grasp of details, the fitting of small facts into
each other, the welding of incongruous eéements into a
whole. This technique is nowhere more apparent than in
the first Book which in a few chapters lays upon two
apparently insignificant events (Mr. Povey's tooth and the
shooting of the elephant) the firm foundation of all the story.
The casudness with which some details which will only
much later proveimportant areintroduced is admirable. No
better instance could be found than the description of Mr.
Povey hurrying to the dentist's and wilfully ignoring the
doctor who brings him news that ason is born to his cousin
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Daniel—an incident which contains the germ of Samuel
Povey's own death. Sometimes even this dovetailing of
chance circumstances is a little too carefully contrived, a
little too complacently displayed as when Sophia, reflecting
on her misfortunes, remarks " Al this because mother and
Constance wanted to s the elephant and 1 had to go into
father's room! | should never have caught sight of [Gerald]
from the drawing-room window". Thewell rubbed links
of the chain of fate are made to sparkle somewhat artificially
before our eyes.

Al these imperfections however disgopear owing to the
manner in which Bennett cregtes the illusion of time. Here
lies of coursethe originality of the book. In the Drama the
grest problem has been to give the impression that the
development of the events represented would not take
longer in real life than on the sage. Classicd tragedy ams
at this ideal coincidence or at least a creating a reasonable
illusion that the stage-clock is not appreciably faster than a
clock outside the theatre. The length of a novel however,
the fact that it is not meant to be read through at one sitting,
hes led to a disregard of any such rules, as for instance, in
David Copperfield where the temporal discontinuity of the
narrative is not conceadled. On the other hand such modern
novels as A la Recherche du Temps Perdu or Ulysses or Mrs.
Dalloway, concentrate on a very restricted period of time
and devote hundreds of pages to its description. Bennett has
struck a middle course: he gives us a full length biography
of two characters, exactly forty-four years of human life, he
confines himself to a length of 200,000 words or about
700 pages (less, as he remarks, than the average Victorian
novel), and yet he refuses to admit any temporal discon-
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tinuity in his narrative. He gtrains all his art to conceal and
screen those inevitable gaps in the chain of incidents, and he
amazingly succeeds We are not aware that the minutes,
the hours, the days relentlessy fly with every page, line,
word of his narrative, that the tick of the clock is in the
rhythm of each sentence. Constance and Sophia grow old
without our being aware of it until an external event reveds
the fact to them and to us. He thus achieves intensely
moving ees which probably no other novelist had
attempted before: Mrs. Bainess departure from the shop at
the end of Book 1; Sophia confronted with the body of her
husband; Constance carrying her vote to the opposers of the
Federation Scheme.

But how does Bennett do it? Mr. Desmond MacCarthy
suggested with great subtlety that he made time "fly in
Paris and crawl in the Five Towns." When we come to
study the time of The Old Wives Talewith carewefind that
thisis not quite right. 173 pages only are devoted to Con-
danceslifein Bursley, as againgt 181 to Sophias adventures
in Paris, during the thirty years that the ssters separation
lasted. True these pages are more evenly distributed in the
cae of Congtance than in that of Sophia. But with this
matter of distribution we are really at the root of the ques-
tion. Let us once and for all establish the chronology of
the novel. This is not quite so simple as it ssems for
Bennett, though often referring to the passage of time, does
S0 in a caud and indirect manner which leaves the reader
uncertain as to whether three hours, three days or three
years have dgpsed since the preceding paragraph. One has
to compare notes and check references, and even <0, it is
not certain that a definite result could be obtained if Con-
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dances letter to Sophia (1V, 1, 5) did not supply some
important dues Readers acquainted with the- novel may
beinterested, perhaps surprised, to hear that Congtance was
bornin 1847, Sophiain 1848; that the opening s;enewith the
crowning incident of the extraction of Samued Povey's
tooth takes place in September 1863; the shooting of the
eephant, with the events leading up to the death of John
Baines, in September 1865; Sophia's dopement in June
1866; the execution at Auxerrein July of the sameyear and
the final separation between Gerald and his wife in May
1870, after four years of gay life during which she pre-
sumably did her share in spending his fortune of £12,000.
Congances marriage to Povey had taken place early in
1867; Cyril was not born till 1874; old Mrs. Baines died in
1875; Samud Povey in 1888; and in the following year
(September 1889) Congance was calloudy turned out of
her shop by Mr. Critchlow. The two dges meet again
in 1897 through the kind offices of M atthew Ped-Swynner -
ton and, after an unsucocessful attempt to move to another
part of the world, stle definitely in Burdey in the early
summer. Sophia dies at fifty-eight in 1906 and Congance
at sixty in the autumn of 1907, at the very time when
Bennett takes up the pen in Fontainbleau to write their
sory.

We have thus rudely torn to rags the dose fabric with
which the main pegs from which the sory hangs had been
0 craftily concedled. But let us consder a little more
minutely the rate at which the narrative procesds Firg,
the magterly opening (Mr. Povey's tooth, Sophia's deter-
mination to become a teacher) requires no less than eighty
pages and deven sub-chapters for a period of only three
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days. Here the passage of time is remarkably smooth: the
first day dipsalong unperceived from afternoon till bedtime
in the course of thirty-two pages the ssoond day pesss a
little more rapidly with twenty-nine pages only; then
Bennett allows himsalf to skip on to the Sunday afternoon
which is degpatched in about ten pages After this careful
opening, thereis a gap of two years and the narrative takes
a big move forward, but soon it dadkens again, advancing
by geps of one day, three days or at most three months at a
time, over a period of about eighteen months—when
Sophia dopes  Then Bennett does not, as might have been
expected, pass lightly on the marriage of Congance and the
years that follow. He devotes over twenty pages to the
months after Sophia's departure before he makes up his
mind to let sx years dip by. Similarly the first days of
Sophia in Paris are dexribed at length (over fifty pages
before he ventures to pass on to the separation four years
later. Of course it may be said that Bennett has deliberately
sdected the guisodes which he wishes to describe at length as
being of speda dgnificance It ssams however that in many
s he has purposdy diluted his story or introduced un-
necessary detailsmerelytoretard hisnarrative.

His method is now obvious and artigtically justified: we
might compare him with an actor or dancer who wishes
for a certain artigtic reason to reach a particular point on
the gage without being noticed by the public. Carefully,
very dowly hetakesthreeor four cautious gepsforward and
when the attention is directed dsewhere and the gpectators
think he does not move or is scarcdy moving, he takes a
big leap forward and instantly returns to his dow cautious
method of advance. Or, if one may be permitted to ex-
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change the metaphor for a coarser but plainer one, he begins,
as one should, by pouring his oil drop by drop in the
mayonnaise, but, once it is well s, like a mage of the
culinary art, he is not afraid of pouring three or four
spoonfuls at a time and then waits until it has-all been ab-
sorbed.

The efet on the reader is certain. He is hoodwinked.
As often as not he does not realize that the little sentence
"some time later”, "one day" etc., which in the preceding
sntence covered but a few days now may sand for three
or four years Beddes he is not fully consdous of the
cumulative value of these comparatively short periods. Thus
does Bennett preserve the unity of time in his book. Thus
are conveyed "the infinite number of infinitesmal changes'
through which we age and die. Thus Time is made to
move dowly, rdentlesdy " like a ship on the horizon". Thus
does he achieve those grand unprecedented dfects of sur-
prise which gir the reader so deeply—when he suddenly
realizes that Mrs. Bainesis an old woman no longer wanted
in her shop, or that Sophia is as worn and old as the dead
body of her husband. "1 shall never forget,” writes Mr.
Desmond MacCarthy, "the shock it was when | suddenly
saw Congance slowly making her way up thehill, an elderly
placid old body, her life practically over."

These are genuine triumphs of dasica art.
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O sooner had Bennett ascertained that The Old Wives

Tale was going to be a suaes than he decided to
maintain, repeat and if possble intendfy it. He was not of
course the type of man who regs on his laurels. The book
had been published in October 1908. By M ay 1909 he had
concelved Clayhanger and was carrying out with method an
extendve programme of preliminary reading. During the
reg of the year he had digeted Shaw's Northern Potteries
and the anonymous When | wasa Child, by "an old Potter",
not to mention various books of Victorian hisory. He
even went the length of compiling a lig of all important
social events between 1872 and 1887 s0 asto s if and how
they could be brought into hisnarrative. Such research he
had never before attempted and he was never to repesat.
He was taking his part as provincial and realigic novelist
serioudy. Hewas determined to " go one better™ on himsdf.
His next book was to be a super-magerpiece. In The Old
Wives Tale he had used 700 pages to destribe the lives of
two ddas extending over sixty years In the sory of
Clayhanger hewould require 1300 pagesfor about twenty-
five years of Edwin's exigence

The two books however cannot be compared. The Old
Wives Tale, as| havetried to show, hasin site of occasonal
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digressons something like dasscal unity. The book had
been long in maturing, but the actual compostion took
place in alittle less than a year. In the case of Clayhanger
the publication of the full trilogy extended over sx years
(1910-1916). Though precise information on this point is
lacking it is probable that it was first conceived as the story
of Clayhanger's youth and marriage pure and smple—that
the sparate narrative of Hilda's life was an afterthought
which occurred half-way through the first volume. As for
These Twain we know that he delayed its compostion for
three or four years becausg though he vaguely wanted to
write a ssqud to Clayhanger, he desred this ssqud to be
quite different from there, and did not know exactly what
it would be like! One lagt difference: in The Old Wives
Tale as in Maupassant's Une Vie the narrative owes its
general rhythm to the fact that we are given one or two
human livesin ther entirety from the end of childhood to
thegrave. In Clayhanger we areonly presented with afrag-
ment of a man'slife.

At the same time, while never forgetting that the totality
of this huge novel was not clearly conceved when it was
begun, that, though exquistely condructed in its details, it
grew and expanded in a somewhat irregular manner, it
sams desrable to congder it as an artistic whole and pass
judgment on it as such. Of course a certain lack of unity
will at once be apparent, but this duality is found already
in the firg volume and s=Ems inherent to the nature of the
work.

Firg, The Clayhanger Trilogy is a realigic novel with all
the unmigakable gigmas of this school of art : grimly

YJournals 11, p. 87. August 31 1913.
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truthful and accurate, objective and materialistic, provincial,
physcally descriptive, strongly autobiographical in some
of its agpets and mostly pessmidic in its general outlook.
Secondly (chiefly in the lag two volumes) it is a psycho-
logical novel describing with minute analyss the develop-
ment and evolution of human love as exemplified in a par-
ticular couple. 1t might almost be termed a sentimental
novel, if the treatment of the subject were not so unsenti-
mental, so purey analytical and scientific.

Clayhanger comes pretty near to being the master piece of
English redligic fiction. Bennett has never been more
patient, more detached, more powerful in his style, more
moving too through shex digassonate continuity of
description than in this sory of a man's youth in a lower
middle dass Saffordshire family of puritanical leanings
From the first the interest centres round Edwin. Bennett
readily acknowledged that " Clayhanger /containssomething
of me as a boy". It is undeniable that this fine picture of a
$ngtive young man of artistic proclivities, attracted by
architecture and water-colour painting, in acute contrast
with his surroundings, yet painfully shy and wearing over
these aegthetic tendencies a venear of middle dass respecta
bility is a convincing piece of semi-autobiographical
description and forms a happy correction to the distorted
portraits of The Card or A Man from the North. However
Edwin's character is not so much depicted in itself as in
a continuous date of conflict with external inimical forces
Firg in conflict with the family circle in general and almost
with every individual of it in particular. " They saw each
other, not once a week, but at nearly every hour of every
day, and they wer e surfeited of the companionship” . For his
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sdes Clara and Maggie, even for his aunt, the artifically
emotional Mrs. Hamp, Edwin experienced nothing but
fatigue or repulson. Here Bennett is digtinctly in advance
of the literature of his time in which, except in abnormal
caxs family life was still treated with a minimum of con-
vention. It is however in the picture of Edwin's conflict
with his father that Bennett surpassss himself for merdless
realisn and bitter intengty. All this episode is to a great
extent autobiographical' and beers the samp of impressive
sncerity. With this nove it may be sad that rdations of
desp irreconcilable hostility between father and son become
legitimate, almost normal in literary psychology. Thetotal
lack of understanding and sentimental opacity on the part of
Darius Clayhanger is so vividly rendered on the two
occasons when he arughes his son's degpest aspirations by
making impossble firg his carexr as an architect, then his
marriage, that the mog unfilial reactions of Edwin become
intelligible—even in the hour of revenge when he holds his
enfeebled father at his mercy and exerdses on him, though
with moderation, the terrible right of getting his own
back. Bennett had of course here a mighty predecessor in
the author of The Way of All Flesh—that " ruthless book" ,
as he calsit,? which he knew and admired so much. But
though Bennett's irony is less sharp than Butler's and his
stire less corrosve, the Clayhanger conflict is more grimly
convincing than that of the Pontifexes, as Bennett has
practically divorced it from reigious implications. Darius
Clayhanger is only superficially puritanical and (in spite of
the fact that he compds his son to attend the Saturday

journals, [, p. 102
Over There, p. 23.
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Bible Class) he is free from the hypocrisy of Ernest Ponti-
fexX's father. Moreover though Bennett is obvioudy
inimical to the father and Sdeswith Edwin againg him, he
has with admirable detachment refrained from over-
whelming Darius as Butler does Theobald. In the grim
pages describing Darius childhood at the beginning of the
book we are given (in a gyle which isin the pure literary
lineage of Fielding and Dickens) a key to the psychology of
the character. Darius is never a monger of vulgarity or
dfisiness he is always true to himsdf, in the line of his
own tradition. He cannot s or act otherwise. Heis even
kind and generous as we are made to fed, in his own eyes
HereBennett with an artigtic touch which he never excelled
placed 9de by Sdewith thefather asafurther link with the
inexplicable pag from which they both emerge, the pathetic
figure of Shushions In his threefold relation to Shushions
himself and his son, Dariusisthreethingsat once: to his son,
a crud and unimaginative tyrant; to himself a paragon of
thrift, industry and intelligence; to Shushionsthe wonder ful
guas-miraculous outcome of his own charitable ingincts.
S0 pass the three generations—the grave whiskered Sunday
school teacher who flourished in 1825, thethrifty headstrong
printer who has risen from the workhouse to wealth, and
the sengtive young bourgeois caught in the net of circum-
dances and parental tyranny, each with their own ambitions
and idealsasunintdligible and incommunicableto the other
as if they lived in different ages or on different continents.
A sn= of fate, of degp individual wrongs not proceeding
from individual responsbility, weighs on the novel and
degpensitsgloom.

Edwinisnot only inimical to hisfather; heisalso at war
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with all his surroundings and more particularly with an
influence which has moulded those surroundings including
the family atmosphere and his own mental and sentimental
development far more than he realizes—with the Wedeyan
religion. Here Bennett equals in virulent scorn even the
most scathing pages of Butler. His references to the memor -
able prayer-gauge, to the temperance oath, to the mon-
drous Saturday afternoon Bible dass are indignant and
contemptuous. They have a dear autobiographical ring.
"1t was inevitable, he wrote dsewhere, that religion should
come to be unalterably connected in my mind with idess of
boredom, injugtice and insincerity!" This is precisdy the
effect which Wedeyan Methodism has on the mind of
Edwin. The description of the debate on Bishop Colenso at
the Wedeyan Society is already coldly sarcadic. But in the
large fresco of the Centenary Processon (to commemorate
the ingtitution of Sunday sthodls) he reaches the limits of
satire, and writeswith a cruety which can only be paralleled
with that of Gautier or Flaubert when they hold up middle-
dass respectability to ridicule and loathing. Bennett could
certainly manage a realigtic description of a large crowd. In
the execution some at Auxerrethecrowd though impressve
and formidable is romantic in a horrible way owing to the
long night and the lucid dawn, the impending catastrophe,
the orgiagic and sadigic glow which heightens the socene
But herein the crude light of a June afternoon on the main
gquare of Burdey the materialigtic faith of the Five Towns
is merciledy exposed in the mere dght of the perspiring
multitude. And when from the white-dressed children, one
after ancther, interminably, "with a terrific volume of
sound” rise the rdigious hymns, in which, ingead of
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phrasss of tenderness and charity, the word "blood",
symbolical of the cruel materialism of the creed, ssems to
recur at every line, Edwin can no longer refrain from the
supreme sarcasm which falls like fire in the ears of the in-
dignant Hilda: " It only wants the Ganges at the bottom of
the Square." Here with cruel though perfect art Bennett
introduces the burlesque scene of M r . Shushions* altercation
with the policeman and the country louts. Shushions is
described as " Time's obscene victim", with almost cynical
violence. But suddenly the tone rises as Edwin recognizes
vaguely the old man whose exisence he had almost for-
gotten. The chain of circumstance craftily forged and
craftily concealed by the novelist isrevealed in aflashto the
reader and the scene dosss in the grand style. One is
reminded of the famous Catherine L eroux page in Madame
Bovary. In such passages, cleverly introduced and faultlessly
written, Bennett fulfils his youthful ambitions. He sands
nearer Gustave Flaubert than any other English novelist.

Edwinisat war with hisphysical aswell aswith hismor al
surroundings—with the ugliness of the industrial district,
with the dull narrowness of provincial life over which
brood religiousintolerance and parental tyranny. Itisin The
Clayhanger Trilogy, more particularly in some pages of the
lag chapters of These Twain that are found perhaps the
most bitter and outspoken words which Bennett ever wrote
about the Five Towns:

The vas mediocre respectability of the district weighed on
his heart.... You might walk from one end of the Five Towns
to the other and not s= one object that gave a thrill.... And
when you went indde the housss you were no better off—you
were even worse off, because you came at once into contact
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with an ignable race of datternly, imprisoned sfs driven by
narrow-minded women who thensdves were sfs with the
mentality of serfs and the prodigious concat of virtue*

Neither Zolanor Huysmansnor Maupassant could improve
on this. It is grim, uncompromising realism in its extreme
form.

Lagly Edwin isat war with himsdf. Naturally ssnaious
and highly sengtive to the appeal of beauty, it so happens
that avarice, parental tyranny, puritanical repression, the
physical ugliness of his surroundings have disqualified him
for the enjoyment of artigtic pleasure  All exhibition of
sentiment is painful to him. Heis discouraged and baffled
by sexual love as revealed in the powerful personality of
Hilda, His shyness his respectability which is but another
form of represson, his weakness and indecision prove that
he is sdf-divided. We are reminded of Sophids first
impressions when confronted with the frank sensuality of
Paridan life. Bennett has analysed with great, probably
with autobiographical subtlety the first awakening of
sndious pleasure in a soul long darved of beauty. The
clog-dancing soene at the Dragon isjustly famous and has
already been sngled out by critics for future anthologies.
But itsunique valueis due to thefact that it iswritten from
the point of view of Edwin, that each detail is calculated to
awaken endlesseddies of passon and desrein thesoul of the
susceptible young man. When he falls in love with Hilda
he unaccountably thinks of Florence and her clog-dancing.

We arethus led to the sexual or sentimental agpect of the
novel. Clayhanger was garted by Bennett asa grim piece of

Hhe Twain, |, Chap. VIII, p. 959
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autobiographical narrative, realisic and uncompromising.
And he sucocesded in thefirst part of hisbook in givingusa
full pictureof Five Town life, with the conflict between the
different generations, itsreligiousand municipal agpedts and,
in the background, the evolution of industrial conditions,
from the primitive gage of clay mouldingto seam printing
and central heating, which is perhaps more resricted but
also morepredsethan in The Old Wives Tale. But he soon
tired (January 1910) of theee "human documents', of the
purely social and provincial background of his novel. He
tried, in hisown words, to " lift" Clayhanger. Hisinteres
ceased to be purely descriptive and became more psycho-
logical. He introduced and developed the character of
Hilda.

" W enow approach themor e picturesque part of Edwin's
career,” wrote Bennett at the beginning of the second book
of Clayhanger. The sntence further tends to show that the
author turned with relief from the grim firg part of his
gory to the psychological Sde  Even to the critic, who
is bound to recognize that the greastness of the book chiefly
res on thee externally realigic dements in which the
power of the noveig is bes revealed, the treatment of the
love gory is sufficiently arresting and original to warrant a
careful sudy. Bennett's psychological observation may not
be of the highest order; but it is patient, minute and admir -
ably unbiassed; it may be superficial, but, on the surface, it
Is exhaudtive.

Thelove sory as every one remembersis briefly this at
the age of twenty-three, in 1880, Edwin first medts in the
house of his friends the Orgreaves, Hilda Lessways a girl
dightly older than himsdf, apparently alone in the world
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but possesing small independent means he is at firs
repeled by her abrupt manner's and unfeminihe bearing,
but, in the course of two unexpected meetings, is much
druck and attracted by her inteligence and powerful
personality; a year later during another visit paid by Hilda
to the Orgreaves they become secretly engaged and ex-
change a few love letters, until Edwin is thunderstruck by
the news, conveyed through Janet Orgreaves, that Hilda
has married George Cannon at Brighton. Ten years after,
following upon the arrival of a mygerious "nephew",
Master George, at the house of Janet, Edwin is given to
undergand that Hilda finds hersdlf in grave difficulties as
landlady of a boarding-house in Brighton. He goes and
finds her, and saves her from degtitution by means of a gift
of money which is promptly refunded. Les than a year
later Hilda is drawn to Burdey by her son's grave illness
in the course of that visit she disdoses to Edwin that her
husband is injail for bigamy and other offences that her
marriage is not valid, and that her child is illegitimate.
Edwin, while fully aware of the sodal difficulties which
he will have to overcome, makes up his mind to marry
her.

In the course of this long narrative Edwin's character is
revealed more minutely and ddlicately than before. Heis
the same quiet young man, intensdy serious romantic,
snauous though unconscious of it, strongly attracted to all
forms of beauty. One feature is however brought out with
goecial vividness and admirable realism: extreme timidity,
diffidence, almost morbid shyness the result of repression,
antagonigic surroundings and solitude.  This drain is
particularly apparent when he awakens to sentimental and
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sxual life. Up to the age of twenty-three his chief ex-
perience ssams to have been the memorable exhibition pf
clog-dancing given by Florence at the Dragon. He" cannar
talk to girls', he is afraid of Jang Orgreaves when she
entersthe shop with the express purpose of speaking to him;
he gands diffidently on one leg during the conversation.
The perplexitiesand contradictionsinto which heisthrown
by his rdations first with Janet, then with Hilda are des
cribed with true subtlety. The chief result is indecison—
uncertainty of the mogt complete kind, as he does not him-
sdf know what he wants or what hefeds He at once wishes
to go out of his office and meet Janet in the shop, and to
remain concealed from the visitor; he cannot bring himself
to acogpt the Orgreaves invitation though he is dying to
go; once heisin ther house, he wants to say and yet feds
that he cannot; a little later he finds that, at the same
moment, he experiences love and hate for Hilda. Never
have the contradictions and most complicated impulses of a
youthful soul at war with itself been more accurately or
cleverly described. 1t follows that in Edwin's heart sudden
changes violent upheavals take place and transform his
sentimental life. Two or three different bengs seem to
dternate in him and the reader is disconcerted by the
violence and the unexpectedness of these modifications. Y et
it is here that Bennett is mos human, most convincing.
When we compare thee analyses with the meodramatic
rodomontades of Sacred and ProfaneLovewer ealize Bennett's
progress and the full difference between truth and conven-
tion. At first Edwin findsHilda, about whom he hasheard
so much, rude and ugly, but amoment later issartled and
attracted by her voice. His didike of her, physcal and
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mental, is however maintained until suddenly he discovers
that she is beautiful.

He was in love. Love had caught him and had affected his
visoll 0 that he no longer saw any phenomenon as it actually
was ndther himsdf nor Hilda, nor the draumgances which
were uniting them. He could not follow a train of thought. He
could not remain of one opinion nor of one mind. Within
himsdf he was perpeually disusing Hilda and her attitude.
She was marveloud But was $? She admired him; but did
she?... The prooesses of love were at work within him. Slently
and magically, by the force of desre and of pride, the refracting
dasswas being spedally ground which would enable him, which
would comped him to se an ideal Hilda when he gazed at the
real Hilda. He would not s the real Hilda any more unles
ome catadyam should shatter theglass....

Thisis far-reaching and rings true. It explains the whole
mechanian of the nove as far as the fedings of the main
characters are concerned. It explains a great deal more as it
aupplies a key to Bennet's psychology throughout his
novels. For one of his main titles to originality as a psycho-
logical novdist is precisdy thee sudden contradictory
fedings which come over his heroes and chiefly heroines in
uccessons of amazing rapidity, so that they even ssem
imaccountably to co-exig in the characters minds and
hearts Hilda's love for Edwin and her marriage to George
Cannon, Edwin's fedings of mingled irritation, love and
hate for Hilda, Rachd's relation to her husband Louis in
The Price of Love, etc., Bennett wasfirst to proclaim in his
novels that, egpecialy among blood-reations, hate, con-
tempt or indifference were not only very common fedings,
but that their temporary exigence was not incompatible
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with a permanent substratum of genuine affection and
esteem. A mother may se her son as he really is and yet
love him; a wife may disapprove of her husband, discover
his callousness or even dishonesty and yet her attachment to
him remain unimpaired, and the old fedlings return im-
mediately or even preposterously coincide with the new
ones. In this the novels of Bennett reveal depth and
originality, a Kkinship with the principles of the modern
school of literature which is remarkable. But is it all so
new? And isnot Bennett's merit in this domain, not exactly
diminished, but at least explained by the fact that he was
merely adapting and applying with admirable intelligence
the methods of a predecessor in whom, with unfailing
instinct, he had recognized one of the greatest masters of the
novelist's craft. When he first discovered Stendhal we can
only conjecture. But in 1907-1908 he was reading some of
his lesssr works while composing The Old Wives Tale,
which implies a probable knowledge of the greater master-
pieces. How can we doubt it, when, as early as 1904, we
find in A Great Man the following paragraph?

Geraldine intended to be ssterly but succeeded only in being
resentful and thus precipitated too soon the second stage of the
entanglement, the gage in which a man after seaing everything
inawoman, sssnothing in her; thissecond sageisusually of the
brigfest, but drcumstances may render it permanent.

To any one familiar with Stendhal this passage bears the
stamp of unmistakable influence—indeed of mere para-
phrasing. And when we compare it with the lines from
Clayhanger which we have been quoting before, the motives
and sentiments of Bennett's characters are seen in a new light
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and made more intelligiblee. Had not Bennett openly
entered in hisjournal for March 1910 that he was rereading
De I'Amour in order to "get ideas for the Clayhanger
story" ? |s it possible to believe that when writing this book
and many others as well he had not present in his mind
Stendhal's memor able page:

Lasxz travailler la tete d'un amant pendant vingt-quatre
heures, et voici ce que vous trouverez: aux mines de fer de
Saltzbourg, on jette, dans les profondeurs abandonness de la
mine, un rameau d'arbre effeville par 1"hiver; deux ou trois mois
apres, on le retire couvert de cridallisations brillantes: les plus
petites branches, cdles qui ne sont pas plus groses que la patte
d'une mesange, sont garnies d'une infinite de diamants, mobiles
et eblouissants, on ne peut plus reconnaitre le rameau primitif....
Ce quej'appelle crigallisation, cex I'operation de I'esprit qui
tire de tout ce qui se presente la decouverte que Tobjet aime a de
nouvelles perfections.

The way in which love is born in the hearts of many of
Bennett's heroes is the result of a sudden " crystallization"
after many days of contradictory fedlings. But, as Stendhal
duly points out and as Edwin and Hilda shiningly illustrate,
the "crystallization" is not permanent. It disappears and
reappears with disconcerting sentimental fluctuations.
Stendhal has noted the sages with mathematical accuracy:

1. VAdmiration; 2. On se dit quel plaisr de lui donner des
baisrs d'en recevoir, etc; 3. L'esperance; 4. VAmour e ne
5. La premiere crigallisation commence. . .; 6. Le doute nait;
7. Seconde crigtallisation.

And Stendhal warns us that these gages may be separated
by months or may follow each other almost immediately.
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In the light of this searching analyss the characters of
Bennett lose much of their apparent contradiction and
perversty. Indeed they now seem to adhere drictly to a
preetablished order. Firds, Edwin admires Hilda while
aware of her imperfections. And then one day the chemical
process suddenly stsin " I n fact he could persuade himself
now that she was beautiful and even nobly beautiful. From
one extreme he flew to the other." But even in the midgt
of this tranformation his critical sne <ill alert, raiss the
very objections of which Sendhal's psychology so ad-
mirably digposs " The recollection of his original antipathy
to Hilda troubleshim. Shewasthesmegirl... . Shewas
the same girl who had been 0 unpleasant, s0 sharp, 0
rudely disconcerting in her behaviour and he dared not
sy that she had altered. And yet now he could not get her
out of his head. And although he would not admit that he
congantly admired her, he did admit that there were mo-
ments when he admired her passonatdy and deemed her
unique and above all women. Whence the change in
himsdf? How tojustify it? The problem was insoluble’.
Not soif Edwin had read Stendhal..

In fact thexe two charaders and many others in the
novels, undergo a sies of more or less complete " crys
tallizations' followed by dages of interruption or even by
the contrary process Thisis clearly ssn in the cae of Hilda
who on firs ssang Edwin's slhouette sanding out on the
bright background of hislighted shop, thinks that she would
like to be his wife and is later degply moved by his opinions
on religion; and yet when she ses him at the Centenary
celebrations is repeatedly disappointed with him and sses
him in a different light. Thus a great many of the contra-
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dictions of her character disappear if we remember that her
creator was in condant intellectual communion with the
author of DeVAmour.

A great many but not all. For Hilda is essentially mys-
terious and in her Bennett has not merely manufactured a
psychological automaton moved by Sendhahan reactions
he has created a strong, powerful personality, the most
sriking feminine character in all his novels. Disconcerting
dhe is no doubt, especialy to such as Edwin, abounding in
conflicting and deceptive attributes. she ssams ugly with
her dark skin, thick eyebrows and continual frown; she has
no sne of dress she is rude, harsh, unpleasantly direct in
her quetions and judgments; unfeminine perhaps But all
thexe faults are merged in the charm of that myderious
quality which is essential to her. Weird, incalculable and,
to the sentimentally impotent Edwin, intensdy exciting,
this is the final impresson which de leaves She has
unexpected getures or attitudes of infinite beauty and
poetry: her presence in Edwin's garden, her kindness to
Shushions her firg love letter. In fact she suddenly and
admirably ads "in the grand styl€' to quote her admirer,
Charles Orgreave—there are myderious reactions in her
that even the enigmatic conduct of Mathilde dela Moleto
Julien Sord will never aufficeto explain. Thereissomething
Dogtoevskian about her. Sheis a true Russan heroine like
Grouschegnka or Nagtasa Philipovna and she has for men
the same morbid attraction, the same poetic atmosphere
around her every mood.

Thisis precisgly why it was perhaps a mistake on the part
of Bennett towriteHilda Lessways. Of coursethemerit and
originality of the attempt are not to be underestimated.
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Bennett wanted to rewrite the whole story from the
woman's point of view. He was persuaded that the mascu-
line and the feminine vison of things were as entirely
different asthat of a horse or butterfly and that of a human
being—that.this smple fact accounted for many mis-
undergandings and tragedies of married life. A few years
later he gave, in a much lighter vein but also perhaps with
mor e dearness, another example of thisview in Our Women:
a quarre between husband and wife originates in a petty
guegtion of gardener and chrysanthema and degenerates
into something serious by clearly defining the man's, then
the woman's sde Bennett attempts to explain how this
conflict has developed, through a sries of minor misunder -
gandings, from absolutey nothing. The merest suspicion
as to the actual nature of each other's fedings would have
been enough to gop thequarrd.

In Hilda Lessways Bennett, in amoreserioustoneand on a
more daborate scale attempted precisdy the same thing.
The garden- and the Centenary episodes and the kiss are
now presented from a different point of view, filmed from
another angle of the studio. We pass behind the sines and
behold the props and engines which unrolled to the be-
wildered eyes of the male a perplexing performance. It is
all admirably done; it implies fine technique, patience and
power of condruction. The inevitable impresson of
monotony and repetition is reduced to a minimum. Of
coursethereareother thingsin Hilda Lessways: an interest-
ing account of the girl's childhood, a good though painful
description of life in a ssoond-dass boarding-house at
Brighton, etc. And the novel supplies welcome additions
to our knowledge of the mogt interesting characters in
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Clayhanger: Darius, dexribed by Hilda as a fat old man
looking as shy ashisown son; Edwin, with hissad romantic
face, etc. It even supplies a memorable description of the
fedings of Hilda when George confeses the story of his
firs marriage: the unfathomable creature, ingead of shame
and hate, experiences compasson for the bigamist and even
pride in his power of attraction! But, when all has been
said and done, this novel hasthe great drawback of offering
an explanation for the dark gdes of Hilda's character, of
supplying motives for her mogt wanton acts Aesthetically,
this is a migake. It may be that some sort of account was
needed. It might have been given, or suggested, in a final
chapter. But to account minutely and logically for Hilda's
every change of mood during her day at the Orgreaves, to
explain too clearly why shejilts Edwin immediately after
accepting him, that isto convert the Russan character intoa
Cornelian heroine—the Dostoevskian novdist into a
second-rate M er edith. Clayhanger would be a greater novel
had Hilda Lesswaysnever been written. | f, asBennett admir -
ably putsit, Hilda had " unfathomable obscure grottoes in
her soul", why proceed to flood these grottoes with crude
light? why indeed reduce and annihilate the gloom which
aurrounds that powerful mystical personality? It is true
that (as in the famous bigamy scene) dhe presrves a
minimum of mystery. But only a minimum.

Be this as it may Clayhanger remains an extraordinary
novel which, if it had more emotion and unity, would
certainly be called a masterpiece. It has a unique flavour.
The crudly redligic yle, the industrial decriptions, the
autobiographical, the regional, the familiar, the rdigious
are mingled in it with a strong psychological bias and a
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touch of Russian atmosphere. It ssams as though one were
reading a novel to which Balzac, Flaubert, Maupassan,
Stendhal and Dostoevsky had contributed.

Y et this mere enumeration shows the limits aswell as the
extent of the novelist's originality. It is probable that in
These Twain, which is perhaps inferior in execution, Ben-
nett attempted something comparatively new and on far
more independent lines. He had doubtless adways wanted
to write an autobiographical story of his own youth with
inevitable sentimental episodes. But the determination to
carry the narrative beyond the normal denouement—mar-
riage, which is sentimental death—wasjust as striking and
unexpected as continuing the history of Sophia and Con-
gance beyond the ssesons of youth, love and maturity to
old age and physical death. To write the epic of married life,
especially in a bourgeois family, was a task which had
never been properly undertaken before, and has not perhaps
been since. It required courage to launch on the enterprise
and Bennett hesitated a long time before starting. "Clay-
hanger 111 must be quite different from Clayhanger and
Hilda. | want to write more directly autobiographical
work."l But he was attracted by the very difficulties of
the theme—the lack of startling events which suited his
patient quiet method of work—and he was drawing on his
personal experience. He was indeed remarkably fitted for
the task, with his detachment, his gift for minute observa-
tion, his insight into the reactions of different characters
to each other, his realization of the difference of outlook
between the sexes his power to endow the unromantic
with romance, his recent experience as a married man. His

Yournals | 1, 31 August 1913,
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friend Atkins claimed that every episode of the book "was
true of every husband and wife"." If s, These Twain is a
very great, avery original book indeed. Butisit true?

It must be admitted that Bennett did not shy at the diffi-
culty and honestly attacked the centra] theme. With the
possible exception of the sscond book in which the after all
exceptional and external eement of jealousy is introduced
with all the romantic asodations which cling to Hilda's
dubious pad, he has bravely attempted to trace the evolution
of feding between husband and wife in normal circum-
dances and ordinary surroundings—he has confined his
attention to the natural growth and modification undergone
by the srongest of human affections when submitted in the
course of four years of married life to the teg of time and
condant intercourse. With amos Proustian minuteness we
are given, on the night of the first At Home offered by the
Clayhangers to their friends, the temperature of Edwin's
love: his degp fedling is qualified by resentment of Hilda's
independent moods, her congant unpunctuality, her lack of
tade in matters of dress and decoration. Meanwhile as
Edwin waits for the first guests in the hall and his thoughts
alternately move with equal satisfaction from the radiator
which he hashad ingalled (arareluxury in those dayd) to a
large valuable reproduction of Belini's "Agony in the
Garden" on the wall, we undersgand how hard cores of
bourgeois ingincts are embedded in the finer subdance of
his nature and how thee mug grate on Hilda's sensbility.
The friction between husband and wife soon develops over
a sies of gnall incdents—all admirably sdected: first
Hilda's hal£<:oncealed oppostion (with a woman's didike

Youmek 11, p. 154
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of the budness part of a man's life and her fear of anything
like risk) to Edwin's scheme for building new and larger
works at Shawport; next her desre, prematurely and indis-
creetly announced, to buy the family house from her
hushand's s Maggie; then her conflict with his trusted
adviser and foreman Big James (a fresh incarnation for her
of the spirit of busness over the matter of the printing of
programmes for her musical Sunday evenings, the arrange-
ment of furniture in the dining-room on those important
occasons etc. The domegtic warfare or guerilla, as Bennett
termsit, isinterrupted by the unconvincing and altogether
unfortunate episode of George Cannon's innocence and
rdease from prison in the Second Book, which has however
the advantage of conferring on Edwin, in Hilda's eyes, a
fresh superiority bassd on moral eevation and financial
competence. But soon war bresks out again over the ques
tion of purchasing a country resdence and of Edwin's stand-
ing for municipal eection; the servantsproblem asisnatural
plays an important part in the final crigs which terminates
in Edwin's voluntary surrender. The book ends in the
gpring of 1897 with a party (asit had begun in the August of
1892) in which the husband gives his wife the news that he
has sold their town resdence thus securing conjugal peace at
the expense of busgness snse and masculinepride.

From the mereenumeration of events, from their ordinary
mediocre character which may even, in a summary, appear
dightly comical, it will be ssen that Bennett has had recourse
to no adventitious source of interest such as adultery or
financial ruin which would have taken him away from the
central theme. It is psychological comedy not unlike that
of Emile Augier or even perhapsM arivaux but treated with
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obvious earnesness and sincerity. Two chief objections
might beraised to the attempt: first that Hildaistoo excep-
tional and myderious a being to make the analyss of
conjugal reations convincing and valuable, by choosng
asoneof the partnerssuch an incalculableirrational creature
Bennett may have facilitated the course of incidents in his
plot, but he has weakened the human value of his picture.
Secondly, we really do not undergand why Hilda and
Edwin continue to live together. Incompatibility between
them we do se indeed, and it is suggesed in a variety of
ways with admirable power or subtlety, but what kegps
them together is not by any means so dear, unlessit be, on
the part of Edwin, a ssmi-masochig feding as he ddights
to be crosd, perplexed and irritated by the uncontrollable
temper of a woman (" What a romance she has made of
my lifel"); on the part of Hilda, the realization of her
power over her husand and a need of protection and
financial security. Which would perhaps induce a third
objection of a more sious kind: the lack of fundamental
nobility and dignterestednessin Bennett's characters What
are the lesons to be derived from this patient sudy of
married life, the great psychological truths the noveigt has
arrived &?" It iseach for himsdlf in marriage after all and
| have got my own way" (Hilda). Women didikerisk and
busnes They are Hdfish sndbs and make intellectual
honesty impossble, but they render life romantic and
exciting. If you want to sucossd as a husband, you must
be prepared to acoegpt injugtice (Edwin). It is neither
very new nor very pleasant. It is not very convincing
ether.

Reserving those important points, the novel contains
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admirable dexriptions and analyss of feding: the dow
progress of domegtic antagonism is traced with amazing
patience and fine understanding. Here again (but applied
to anew field) appears Bennett's mogt original method—his
ue of psychological discontinuity. Edwin and Hilda's
differences are not shown as reaching a climax through a
long s=ies of more and more serious misundersandings,
each conflict endsin areconciliation. Theword reconcilia-
tion is however quite inaccurate, as there is no concesson
on dther part, no admisson of reciprocal wrongs. But the
mog violent differences or even quarrds are followed by
digplays of mutual affection, at which they are themsdves
disconcerted, but which tetify to the survival of sexual love,
or rather toitsillogical subconsdousorigin, utterly divorced
from similarity of tage or opinion. Each development in
the conjugal esrangement is thus punctuated by a kiss
(there are at least five such sines in the novel) which
Edwinisutterly at alosstoundersand or justify. " Theheat
of their kisses had not cooled; but to him at any rate the
kisss often ssemed intensdy illogical; for, though he
regarded himsdlf as an improving expert in the sdence of
life, he had not yet begun to perceve that those kissss were
theonly truelogic of their joint career.” |

For after all the realigic novel, through psychological
detours, ends in a romantic doss the triumph of love,
though it is love between hushand and wife, and love of a
not altogether disnteresed kind. There is something
romantic also, something epic, it must be owned, in that
long walk that Edwin, in the lag pages of the novel, takes
at night to Burdey and Hillport, having left Hilda, as he

These Twain, 11, Chap. X1, p.i.
143



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

thinks, for the lag time, full of grievances and at last deter-
mined to bear no more. Thereisa surprisng intensty in
this picture of the long-suffering husband's exasperation,
his "terrific indictment" of his wife, his wild dreams of
liberty regained. No more stormy fedings ¢#n have raged
in the heart of Lear while he paced the moor in the rain.
But asin Shakexpeare, or rather asin the great Aeschylean
trilogy, peace and a reconciliation of conflicting forces st
in at las. As he reaches the canal bridge—the very spot
where the novel had begun 1200 pages earHer—a snse of
peace and atonement comes over him while a great dis
covery (great though "banal, commonplace, it was what
everyone knew") " flashed into his mind" —namely that " to
reconcile onesdf to injudtice was the mager achievement”.
Thus, on avery prosaic plane, the novel repeats the wisdom
of the Greek dramatic poets and catches something of their
antiphonic rhythm. As Oreges in the Athenian Temple,
thechief printer of Burdey findsrefugeand remisson on the
canal bridge and the weight of dissser and separation is
lifted like a curse from his shoulders After the man's Sde,
and thewoman's Sde, we have had with a few final convul-
dons the reconciliation of the two extremes in a final com-
promise. Bennett hasdone hisbest to " lift" Clayhanger toa
higher plane of emotion and interest. He has not failed
altogether.

But who hasheard of aquadrilogy ? TheRoll Call (1919)
which narrates the adventures of George Edwin Cannon,
as architect in London isa very inferior piece of work. In
fact it has no mor e connection with the trilogy than George
Cannon himsdlf hasany blood relation to Edwin, although it
is pleasant to get a glimpse (a mere glimpse) of the latter
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towardstheend of thebook asamiddle-aged alderman, and
of hiswife. In order to narratethe (totally undistinguished)
sentimental adventures of the young architect, Bennett
=S to have gone back to the atmosphere and characters
of his early Chesea novels, and his hestations between the
womanly Mar gueriteand theenigmatic L oisarereminiscent
of the buridanesque hestations of the hero of A Great Man
and A Man fromtheNorth. At thesametimethereisagood
deal of resamblance between the two heroines and those of
the immediately preceding novds—Janet Orgreaves and
HildaLessways All thispointsto an undeniable exhaugtion
of the cresative faculty, a typical method of Bennett being
then to revive some of his oldest dtuations and characters
and to combine with them weak duplicate copies from his
mogt recent ucessss However, if the brain shows sign of
fatigue, the hand doesnot. Thegyleisasdear and alert as
ever, the power of observation unimpaired. Thereisin the
book a two-page description of George ordering a cup of
ooffeeat aLyons shop which for sher vividity of rendering
excds anything he had written so far; and the impressons
of early war-life in London at the end are wonderfully
fresh and complete. In that regpect the novel, which was
written before The Pretty Lady, has the additional interest
of supplying a trangtion between Bennett's regional wor k
and his later noves in which the Five Towns hardly ever
appear. It hdpsto show how the war diverted hisinteress
and activities into other channds and cut him loose from
thexe provincial influences which had so long weighed on
his work.

ThePriceof Love (published 1914) beongsto a distinctly
earlier period: it first appeared serially in Harpe' sMagazine
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towards the end of 1912. It is an original and powerful
sory with grong local atmosphere. It dands midway
between the lighter Five Town gories such as for ingance
Helen with theHigh Hand and thestern Clayhanger trilogy.
Theplot ismore varied, less gagnant than in the latter and
the (dightly improbable) ingenuity with which the
mysterious dissppearance of Mrs. Maldon's money is con-
trived reminds us of the early shockers, though it is much
less crude and quite worthy of a first dass detective novel.
However the real value of the book lies in the skilful con-
tras between the three chief characters Julian the grim
hard-working man of ambition, who, for all his provincial

bluntness, isjust as dishonest as his cousin Louis, the char m-
ing sAf-indulgent weakling; and Rachel, the real hero of
thebook, and theonly attractivefigure, with her myserious
flashes of feminity and her manly acoeptance of realities.
The psychology of the novel is closdy connected with that
of the three Clayhanger sories The somewhat enigmatic
personality of Rachel, with "reveations of the Odalisque
in her" recalls that of Hilda though endowed with more
womanly charm. But it ischiefly her relation to her husband
Louis, her cool realization of his faults and wor st weaknesses
("she saw him objectively as a god might have ssn him")
which does not destroy or even materially affect her feding
for him, her stoical admisson that " married lifeis a fight"

and that a woman should expect to " pay the price of love"

which gamp the book as belonging to the same cycle as
Hilda Lesswaysand These Twain. For it wasat thistimethat,
thanks partly to Stendhal, partly to Dostoevsky, and alo
to his own observation and experience, Bennett became
fully aware of the intermittence and contradiction of the
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most subtle fedings in the human heart, and turned his
discovery to good account by shattering some worn out
conventions and introducing into his novels a greater
measure or at least a new form of psychological realism.
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ARNOLD BENNETT AND THE FIVE TOWNS

LL his bes work islinked up with his birth-place."

It should be remembered that J. B. Priestley was
writing in 1924. But it cannot be denied that the local
element is esentia to the most vigorous period of Bennett's
production. As early as 1893 in what was nearly his first
published work® he introduced a Five Town character.
And between that date and 1916 he did write well over
fifteen novels and innumerable short gories dealing with
the same region. Nor is that all. The psychology of the
Five Town man with his represson, chicane, boagfulness
and unexpected flashes of tendernessand humour remained
a permanent feature of his heroes Lord Raingo is
foreshadowed in Denry Machin. Earlforward and
Evelyn have much in common with Edwin or Darius
Clayhanger.

It is equally true that he "created the Five Towns after
they had createdhim”, to quote from the same critic. But
it is not enough to sy that thexe fifteen odd novels con-
ditute "the mog notable addition to the atlas of topogra-
phical fiction snce Trollope next to Hardy's Wessex."
Balzac, Trollope and Hardy are perhaps as precse as Ben-
nett in their provincial recondructions But no other

'A Letar Hare
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novelist had yet devoted so much sace to, and lavished so
many descriptive details on so redricted a field; no one had
0 densdy populated a gngle digrict of a comparatively
small town—two squares and a few dreets—with such a
variety of conflicting characters F. J. H. Darton attempted
in 1915 to draw a map of Bennett's Five Towns, From his
plan and from the additional Note he supplies it will be
s that the chief events of the novels are limited to a small
quadrangle in the centre of Burdey endossd between sy
S. John's Square, Duck Sguare, Queen Street and the Old
Town Hall with along extenson to the South down Trafal-
gar Road towards Bleakridge and Toft End. [f without
any attempt at tabulating references we take a glance at the
map fresh from rereading the principal noves, we are
gruck by the large number of predse memories which are
called up by three or four square inches of dreas and build-
ings St. Luke's Square with the shop of the Baines, occupy-
ing the main portion of its South Sde, continued by the
shops of Critchlow and Holl—St. Lukés Sguare where
Denry Machin had his office, where Edwin and Hilda,
perched on a barrel, witnessad with contrary fedings the
huge processon of the Sunday School Centenary; .
Luke's Square acrass which Samued Povey walked to Bolton
Terrace on the Eag Sde when his cousn Daniel called him
out by throwing a handful of gravel againg his pane on the
night he murdered his wife. Almost at the North Eags
corner, dands at the end of an old paved yard the Tiger
where Alfred Loring st perplexed eyes on Ann Brett, the
day after Smon Fuge died. Almost opposteisthe townhall
with its gold ange visible from afar and rising above the
gnoke like an unexpected genius loci. A little further we
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encounter The Blood Tub, in which crude meodramas,
expressve of the Five Town's sne of poetry, were per-
formed, but chiefly connected for uswith a rowdy meeting
of drikers on the evening when the two heroes of Clay-
hanger became engaged. We are now near the opening of
Trafalgar Road as packed with Clayhanger assodations
Firg the geam printing works facing Duck Square. At the
next corner, on the other sde of theroad, the Dragon where
one night Big James took Edwin to meet a customer; it
was then that the boy witnessed with inexplicable emotion
the clog dancing turn of Florence Smcox. Down Waterloo
Road bump the tremendoustramcars. They will take usas
far as Bleakridge, to the new house of the Clayhangers,
surrounded by the Orgreaves garden. A little further, at a
corner, probably sood the house of M r . Brindley, muscian,
bookcollector and architect, and Mr. Loring's casua hog;
a few doors down, that of Dr. Stirling who drove Loring
right down Trafalgar Road and through Toft End to the
Foaming Quart, the highest licensed house in the Five
Towns, kept by JosMyatt theMatador of theNorth. It was
up Trafalgar Road that Edwin walked on that fateful night
when, labouring under an irrepressble smee of wrong, he
almost made up his mind to leave Hilda, walked as far as
Duck Bank, pag S. Lukes Church into Woodisun Bank and
along Oldcadgtle Road, pag Shawport, near the ste of his
new printing works, all the way to Hillport and back to
the bridge over the Knype and Mersey Canal where was
revealed to him the great truth which gave him grength
enough to endure the happiness of marriage. There would
be little purpose in pursuing the tale of these assodations
whose number might easly be increased. It was however
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well worth showing how Bennett concentrated his creative
faculty over alimited area; how he reconstructed his frag-
ment of Burslem almost house by house and stone by stone
so that this group of squares and dredts lives in our minds
an ideal exigtence as intense as that of his most convincing
characters, like Hugo's Notre-Dame or Huysmans
Cathedral of Chartrcs.

For his muddy sreets and pavements he has provided an
adequate population which would probably fill St. Luke's
Square if they all congregated there. These characters,
though generaly unrelated to each other, are not either
isolated, and are fully aware of each others' existence as
cross references from novel to novel constantly illustrate.
They appear and disappear in the distance at a corner of the
story, thus lending force and coherence to the whole. Their
presence is felt or discerned from afar as a sort of landmark,
like the gold angel on the townhall at the end of Trafalgar
Road. They thus form a kind of Comedie Humaine,
narrower and less impressive no doubt, but as firmly
organized as that of Balzac. Sometimes even Bennett ven-
tures to bring a number of them together, the most memor-
able ingtance being the Clayhangcrs' party in the spring of
1897 at the end of These Twain. Among the "few people
who had just been asked to come in without any fuss' were
Janet Orgreaves, the delightfully stupid Vera Cheswardine
who thought she had murdered a mandarin, Mr. and Mrs.
Feans with their daughter Annunciataand Renee Souchon,
the French governess, Ingpen, Dr. Stirling and the Swet-
nams. And together with the Swetnams had come a young
Danish girl Manna Host who had her own idess about the
Five Town people and pretended that they conceded their
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fedingsnot through pride but through fear, being essentially
cowards.

For from thisvariety of contrary charactersthe character
of the Five Town man emeges clearly in its esentia
features which can be reduced to only two for purposss of
smplification: first, represson born of pride, puritanism
and cowardice, with all the virtues it areates and the host
of vices it engendas—doic calousess boagtful Hf-
asertion, drength of character, diffidence, hypocrisy,
chicane, obginacy and even avarice. Lad, invisble, un-
expected, unconfessed, an emotional fibre, the "seoret fount
of happy tears' ! the "insatiable ssoret sentimentality of the
North" 2, a sunted form of mysticism and romance.

Though we have thus laid bare what are according to
Bennett the two mainsprings of the Five Town character,
there are of course many sscondary features combined with
them which add colour and individuality to the whole.
However, except s0 far as they have to be recognized and
analysed in the main characters of the novels, we are not so
much concerned with their enumeration as with Bennett's
attitude to them. This raises an interesting and rather
important isue Was Bennett a man of on from the North?
Was heinimical to his native town and surroundings? Did
he, as many details tend to show, exape from them? Was
his picture of the Five Towns but a veiled stire?

Thereisno dear answer to these quetions and his attitude
gams truly to have been twofold. Sometimes good-
humoured and understanding, appreciative of the good
points, not unsympathetic to the weaknesses The provincial

! Helen with the High Hand, p. 1.
*lheRoll Call p. 2.
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in him dded with the native shrewdness, the " hard practical
common sng', the "criticalness'| of his countrymen. He
proclaimed the superiority of "provincial lesure' for
"finding onedf' as againg the "diffuse disspation of
energy" of the capitals® With "most people of truly dis-
tinguished mind", he ssamed to "prefer the provinces' 2
He liked the force, the power, the will to work, of the Five
Towns. Hewent as far asto concede their undersanding of
comfort, their knowledge of musc and even of certain
forms of literature. Chiefly he was sympathetic to ther
grim form of humour, their loveof a" character”, a" card",
their readinessto betickled by a frank expresson of egotism.
Sometimes even he was ready to condone their worst faults
on aesthetic grounds and for reasons of human interest: he
pointed out with remarkable understanding, only possble
in one born in those latitudes, that this was the " supreme
land of picturesque contrag”, tenderness and avarice,
vulgarity and tagte, ignorance and refinement, that the
Blood Tub wasbut an inverted form of poetry, that arough
football player could be as glorious to them as a Spanish
toreador. Even a man from the South, even a British
Museum official could become aware of this as did Loring
when he exclaimed: " | enjoyed all this. All this ssemed to
me to be fine, ssemed to throw off the true, fine, romantic
savour of life. | would have altered nothing in it. Mean,
harsh, ugly, squalid, crude, barbaric. Yes but what an
intoxicating sn= in it of the organized vitality of a vas
community unconscious of itsef!”

TheSavour of Life.
*The Regent.
3TheHuman Machine.
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There is however ample, overwhelming evidence that
this was not Bennett's most common attitude to his native
district. Enough has been said in the preceding chapters of
the violence of his reactions to the early influences which
weighed on his youth—of his violent denunciation of
puritanism in particular, to go here into details. To him the
Five Towns were "as superstitious and under sway of
priestcraft as modern Spain".* Nor was his vision distorted
by this bias only. He seemed to resent, not without in-
curring the reproach of self contradiction, the lack of culture
and politeness of the population, their "hate of innovation" 2
their unhealthy neglect of light, heat and comfort in general,
their aass ignorance of literature and mistrust of all forms
of fiction, their hate of the mere word "intellectual". These
faults he viewed with pessmism and ill-humour. He dis-
cerned as the chief reason for them the narrowness of
municipal life, excessvely developed in those six contiguous
cities, with their "vast gpparatus of Mayors and Aldermen
and chains of office",® their "six townhalls and their six
jealousies’,*  their love of gossp and meddlesomeness.
As often as not without giving reasons or looking for causes,
he merely indulges, directly or indirectly, in violent almost
savage imprecations; "ce sont des barbares' exclaims George
Cannon's father. "How | loathe the provinces' answers
Hilda. They are for Edwin "an ignoble race of datternly
sarfs'. We know from the Journals® that he shuddered at

"Thingsthat have I nterestedMe, | 1 1, p. 66.
*ParisNights, p. 219.

ANhom Cod Hath Joined.

*ParisNights, p. 219.

®1927.
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the mere sight of the pottery district from the train. In a
passage of her unpublished novel He Was Watching, from
which | am allowed to quote, Mrs. Arnold Bennett describes
her husband's mood on the night when hefirst took her to
the Five Towps. Itisan important document:

We are not likely to live here for good? | inquired.

God forbid! | hate the place. . . . Boredom everywhere—
people half-alive; though inteligent, so narrow-minded! . . .
No freedom here; everyone knows everybody ds= | would
never have brought you to such a placeif it had not beeivfor the
Mater. Itisdirty, dark, depressing____ L ook at those quotations
from the Bible posted round us . . . | was saturated with so
much morality and religion that | am thoroughly sck of it. . ..
There is the source of boredom—too much puritanism—
austerity. To bejolly is conddered ether bad form or un-
chrigian. Long faces are not only admitted, but are expected to
beinthemajority.... Tothink that | was madeto go to chapd
every Sunday—to both sarvicess—and to Sunday School of
course | dreaded Sunday. Faces were longer than ever on
Sunday—dreadful *

In two of his short sories which are perhaps his most
exquisite masterpieces, The Matador of the Five Towns and
The Death of Simon Fuge, Arnold Bennett has admirably
described the Five Town atmosphere as it affects a stranger
fromthe South. The Matador is probably superior in genuine
unaffected pathos and seems to give evidence of the author's
mor e favourable attitude of mind, as shown in the extract
which has already been quoted. But the earlier story is
unquestionably the more delightful and original of the two.
The gradual smashing of all romantic illusions at the gross

'He Was Watching, Book | | I, The Wheel of Life.
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touch of the Five Town minds, the ssmns of the ingratitude
of the provinces to the artist born in their midst, is ad-
mirably compensated and neutralized by an impartial
presentment of facts and a casual hint that the " barbarians'
have their good points and are not incapable of some forms
of artistic enjoyment, while it is admitted that the great
painter who has just died was not free from the worst
weaknesses.  The unique charm of the tale lies in this
transparency on the part of the writer resulting in a gentle
ambiguity which is maintained throughout the narrative as
we gradually hear more and more about Simon Fuge and
his relation to his fellow townsmen. As Bennett himself
later noticed, the technique is reminiscent of Tchekhoff and
foreshadows Kathcrine Mansfield.

Does it however betray anything of Bennett's own real
fedings? Perhaps. The lagt pages are capable of a personal
appHcation which goes far to explain Bennett's sense of
grievance. " Who the devil was Simon Fuge?' asks Brind-
ley. "Hewas a great artist", answers Loring. " And thisis
his native district. Surely you ought to be proud of him!"
Of course Bennett at once supplies an excuse for the implied
criticism contained in Loring's words so as to maintain the
sne of uncertainty. Beddes, this was written before
Bennett was famous and the Five Towns had had a full
opportunity of displaying their indifference and ingratitude
which is so well summarized in the following paragraph
from J. B. Priestley's English Journey:

Oddly enough | do not think | heard Bennett's name men-
tioned once during all thetime| wasin the Potteries. InaYear
Book of the didrict though there were thousands of names
mentioned, | never caught sight of his. Very odd this. Thereisa
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great deal in this Year Book about the product of North
Saffordshire.  Surely Bennett and his excellent novels deserve
a place among those products. And what single man in our time
did more to make the Potteries known than Bennett did? In
this blathering Year Book there is not a sngle town councillor
or territorial officer who is apparently not regarded as being of
more importance in the district than one of his country's bes
contemporary novdigs. The vist of any empty big-wig
matters mer e to the editor of this compilation than Bennett and
all hisworks. ... | wonder if there is a country in Europe in
which mudcians painters, authors, philosophers, sdentigs
count for less than they do in this country....

But A Man from the North had already been received with
hostility in the circle of Bennett's acquaintances in Burslem.
And he was critical enough to foresee—though not to
accept—what his countrymen's attitude would be if, as he
was confident he would, he ever became famous. Much
later, in the course of a letter dated 1927, Bennett, after
hearing that a special article on him had been published in a
Norwegian newspaper on the occasion of his sixtieth year,
reflected " No English paper will celebrate my soixantieme
birthday in this way" .! The bitterness of the misunderstood
artist is apparent in Bennett's attitude to the Five Towns
which, in their turn, reacted in the way described by M r .
Priestley to the pessmigtic tone of his pictures. " He created
the Five Towns after they had created him". But the
relation between the creator and the created was no more
satisfactory than the relation between parents and children
in most of his novels. He will not be to the Five Towns
what Scott isto Scotland, George Sand to the Berry. There

Dorothy Cheston Bennett. Arnold Bennett: a Portrait done at Home,
p. 312.

157



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

Is a misunderstanding at the root of his hitterness. It is not
so much that he identifies himself with Simon Fuge. He
was careful to point out with admirable farness that a case
could be made out for the Five Town indifference to the
painter. In fact, in the story, he is amost (not quite) as
much on the sde of Brindley as on that of Loring. His
complaint was precisely that he was no Simon Fuge. He
was no bohemian, no aesthete, no loose talker, no braggart;
he did not "come from a family that had a bad reputation
for talking too much and acting the goat." He achieved
literary fame, he compelled admiration in a typical Five
Town manner—by honest work powerfully done, by
accurate description without undue display of sentiment.
But the Five Town public did not recognize the essentia
virtues of their race in these methods—they wanted some-
thing different from what they really were—they expected
from an author other qualities than those which they
themselves used in common life—they wanted a senti-
mentalized vision of their minds and ways which Bennett
was not prepared to give. The misunderstanding was really
that of a superior mind, of ahigher artist, with acollection
of the average ordinary minds of which a public is aways
constituted. It was inevitable. "Perhaps we are proud of
him", sad Brindley of Simon Fuge. "But you don't expect
us to show it, do you? That's not our style". It was that
unexpressed, half concedled pride in his literary work that
Bennett expected from the Five Towns. He did not get it
and suffered.
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MODERN  COMEDY

THAT these novels are essentially modern is easy
enough to feel, especially when compared with the
pre-war stories. Modern they arein their setting describing
with hardly an exception the brand-new world which had
with incredible speed risen on the shattered remains of the
old—a world of palace hotels, night clubs, pleasure cruises,
winter sports and Riviera madness, a world in which
"emperorshad been cas from their thrones, trainshad been
superseded by aerial mailsand gold by paper", while" empty
dwelling-houses had come to be as rare and precious as
pearls'.> A new society with new manners—"the easy-
going intimacy of post-war manners'>—moves in this new
world. The characterstoo have changed. Or rather in the
light of this universal revolution Bennett has been able to
develop and emphasize what had always been permanent
features of his psychological art: the deepening gulf be-
tween young and old ("the greatest differencein the world
isthat between one generation and another" )?, the constant
unashamed contradiction in moods and feelings now
recognized and accepted thanks to Freud and the surrealists,

*The Limits of Dominion {Elsie and the Child).
*The Toreador (The Woman who Stole Everything).
SLilian.
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a frank cynical sensuousness an intoxicating sne of the
power of man to creste new wonders, together with an
increased appetite and capacity for enjoying things, for
seeing the commonplace as "'marvellous”, "wonderful”,
"amazing". But, chiefly, a modem spirit, an atmosphere
which cannot be explained or analysed, pervades these
novels. The reader feds without ever being expressy told,
that Bennett Sdes with the new date of things againgt the
old and exultsin itstriumph. No better proof of this could
be found than the delightful little tale entitled The Mys-
terious destruction of Mr. Ipple.t It soon becomes obvious
that Mr. Lewis Ipple, who "lets it be understood that he is
‘fifty-eight™ and hes "a prominent nose, a body to match
and a waistcoat not unspotted” is far more than a grotesque
character who happens to be a dramatic critic in a super-
ficial short story. In fact he was, in some respects, a copy
from life and can with far certainty be identified with
A. B. Walkley whom Bennett had frequently opposed and
ridiculed in his literary articles of The New Age. But Mr.
Ipple is already anticipated in McQuoid, the dramatic
critic of What the Public Wants. In fact, whatever hisorigins,
he is a symbolic figure: he becomes, on the threshold of
the new world, the embodiment of the old conservative
ways of thinking and feeling in their most conventional
and dogmatic form. In art, he is a sentimentalist and a
hypocrite, a champion of the very dramatic conventions
which Bennett had constantly denounced. When told by
the heroine that he "must like the new school of play-
wrights", he "merely raised his hands—atrick which he had
learnt in the drawing-rooms of French actreses'. Far from

YElfc and the Child.
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liking the new school, he loathes it profoundly. He hates
irony and realism for the simple reason that he does not
"dedire the dage to be like life. He wanted the dage to
be one thing and life quite another". When he encounters
one of these modern plays exhibiting such troublesome
tendencies he at once crushes it with a terrific broadside of
epithets ever ready at his command: "dangerous, unwhole-
some, sickly, shameesdy cynical, formless, amateurish,
insidious, continental”. Thus he gtands, formidable in his
knowledge of the past (he can at a moment's notice reel off
"an account of the ages at which during the past hundred
years adressss had developed into leading ladies"), a deadly
foe to youth and youthful sincerity, the champion of
mighty traditions. Even the clever young critic Arthur
Severa is no match for him and gets the worse of the argu-
ment. The only weskness in Mr. Ippl€'s strong armour is
that he happens to be dead. He is the dead representative of
adead or dyingworld, dying conventions, dying art, dying
modes of feeling. The proof of itisthat it sufficesfor him to
encounter someone really alive—the brilliant young actress
Betty Brik who achieves fame at the unprecedented age of
nineteen, Betty Brik whose ebullient personality is the
frank embodiment of the new forces—to redize his own
impotence and accept his own destruction. With hardly
any struggle or attempt at resstance Mr. Ipple removes
himself from a world which has no longer any use for him.
Bennett never more clearly revealed himself on the sde of
youth and change than in this apparently trifling short
story.

It is doubtless because he feds he is so heartily a one
with the young that the tone of his later novels is dways
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lighter, brisker, one might even sy healthier than that of his
earlier productions. Comedies they are and aways remain.
Wi th the possible exception of The Srange Vanguard they
never sink to mere farce, and he does not repeat such
performances as A Great Man and Helen, or even Buried
Aliveand The Card. Thereis, evenin Prohack and Lilian, a
minimum of realism and psychology as well as a certain
lightness of touch which saves his stories from the old taint
of vulgarity. Moreover, though the melodramatic incidents
of the early "fantasias’ have been definitely eliminated,
there is no lack of serious or even tragical episodes in those
later novels: Jog's madness, the prolonged agony of Raingo
or the Earlforwards. But even in these darkest places, even
in that dreaded back shop where Earlforward sarves him-
self to death, amost gloats upon the knowledge that he
auffers from a mortal disesse which makes the consumption
of food impossible, even in that ghastly haunt of dismal
Clerkenwell, there prevails a lighter and healthier atmo-
gohere than in the cruelly redlistic pages of Clayhanger or
the morbid descriptions of conjugal misunderstanding in
These Twain. Riceyman isadreadful novel, but it has some-
how an exhilarating influence on the reader, while The Old
Wives Tale leaves him depressed. It ssams that as he grew
older Bennett was less obsessed by ideas of death, age and
mediocrity—that he breathed more freely in a freer world.
The deep reason for this was probably that owing to the
change in manners and atmosphere he was able to write
with less restraint; he was relieved to a certain extent from
that perpetual compromise with public taste which he had
described and evenjustified in 1914, but which could not
but hamper the natural flow of his talent. He was now
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composing in a freer vein and consequently in a brighter
mood. He was ever writing modern comedy—always
honest and of a high literary standard, sometimes serious and
even well-nigh tragical—but comedy it always was.

If one wants to discover the first evidence of the remark-
able change in outlook which | have attempted to describe
one should perhaps go as far back as The Lions Share
published in 1916 but composed in the previous year. The
value of the novel is indeed slight and Bennett himself
admitted that it was "light and of intent not deeply
imagined"l It deds with wealthy, sophisticated so-called
artistic circlesin London and Paris just before the war. But
the somewhat exaggerated anti-German point of view from
which some of the episodes are concelved sufficiently shows
that it was written after 1914. Bennett's Frenchmen are as
little satisfactory as his Germans, though, and Musawith his
incredible French-Englishjargon is but a parody of Chirac
who, let it be remembered, was aready a caricature. What
Bennett probably considered as the chief originality of the
book was the introduction in the book of a suffragette, Jane
Foley, and of soenes connected with the violent campaign
which hadjust been raging through England. The feeling
about those events was so strong that the Strand Magazine
objected to publishing the novel on thisvery ground. Such
passges are now entirely powerless to establish a permanent
vauefor thevolume, all themore so asthe styleisextremely
uneven and some of the episodes (such as the policemen
vainly trying to reach Jane Foley, who has elected the centre
of the Joy Wheel at the great Birmingham Fair asaposition
of vantage to address the crowd) are stamped with un-

"Journals, |1, p. 128, April 1915
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mistakable vulgarity. The interest of the book, if any, isto
be found in the character of the heroine, Audrey Moore,
who wants the " lion's shar€' of everything, bent as heison
exhaudting the field of experience and drinking dry the cup
of snauous and intellectual enjoyment. "J want all the
Fnstions there are' she proclaims. And Madame Piriac, a
member of theolder generation reflects " | wasnever young
like that!" " Neither was| " , observes Miss Ingate. " But
something very, very drange has come over the world if
you ak me." Audrey Moore is closdly related to Gracie,
and Mimi Winstock and Cora Ussher. She dlearly falls
among the "modern" heroines of the later novels.

The trangtion to Lilian (1922) is thus made smoother.
This is perhaps as light and flimsy a tale as Bennett ever
concelved, though very pleasantly written; but it is highly
dgnificant. It marks an important gage in his evolution as
a noveig. This gory of a young typist who, through her
beauty and unconstious display of charm attracts the atten-
tion of her middle-aged employer Felix Grig, is digmissd
from the office by the regponsble manager, Felix' own
gde, runs away with Felix to the Riviera and becomes his
midress marries him on his death-bed after he has learnt
that dhe is going to have a child, and returns to London to
take from the hands of the indignant Miss Grig the whole
property of her brother including the typewriting office—
this is in itself a somewhat unusual tale and a fairly daring
stuation. In fact, when onelooksat it closdly, some episodes
havea strong resemblancetothe story of Sacred and Profane
Love—in particular theRivierasmesand Lilian'sconver sa-
tions with the French demi-mondaine. But the events are
visualized and rendered in a totally different spirit. Insead
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of the strained sentimental tirades of Carlotta Pedl, the story
is told with gentle insidious cynicism; a quiet voluptuous-
ness render's the style unusually warm and mellow. Lilian's
connection with Felix is presented in an unobtrusive, matter-
of-fact manner without any rhetorical developments or
sentimental reverberation. The last interview between the
beautiful young widow, unashamed of her precocious
pregnancy, and the middle-aged spinster who "carries of f
her grief, her frustration, her everlasting tragedy, sffe and
intact and with pomp" from the house which is no longer
her own is a magterpiece of quiet irreverence and worldly
irony. Indeed our novelist has changed or rather, as he
foresaw, "something very, very strange had come over the
world," around him.

Mr. Prohack (1922) was composed a few months before
Lilian. We are now concerned with a middle-aged civil-
servant who after unexpectedly coming into ahuge legacy is
touched by the post-war spirit and plunges into awhirl of
plessures and speculations. We detect here still more
obviously the same redless influence at work. The resem-
blance is however superficial. Though lightly conceived
and written Lilian is a redlistic novel. It presents only
too convincingly a very credible story and even raises—if
it sts out to raise anything—a very human problem—
namely that a wealthy middle-aged man is more likely to
have a beneficial influence on a pretty girl than an impe-
cunious young man to whom she is romantically attracted.
No such prosaic cynical philosophy is to be looked for in
Prohack. Thestory iswildly improbableandlittle painsare
taken to make the worn out trick of the unexpected legacy
look more plausible and less threadbare. The gambling by
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which Prohack multiplies his heaven-snt fortune is hardly
mor e convincing, as appearsin a still dearer form from the
dramatized verson of the novel produced by Bennett and
Knoblock in 1927. But, contrary to what happensin Lilian,
the central character has great originality and charm and
gives the novel whatever value it may have. Prohack is the
best, possbly the one really humorous creation in the long
list of Bennett'scharactersif it isadmitted that the humour of
The Cardrather liesin the herd's actions than in his conver -
sation or character. In fact one redlizes in the light of this
one exception, how truly external and superficia is the
humour of all Bennett's " comical" noves—from A Great
Man to The Strange Vanguard. Thereislittlethat ishumorous
about Priam Farll or Alice Challice or even Lord Furber.
It is only the stuations in which they get placed that may
have a comic quality. Prohack on the contrary is a living
fount of humour. His conversation is a continuous flow of
epigrams and sllies " His characterigic expresson denoted
benevolence based on an ironic realization of the humanity
of human nature’. His humorousess is therefore that of
the detached though kindly observer of life and does not
spring from any marked oddity of his nature. It is the
humour not of Dickens, but of Anatole France. It is indeed
sgnificant that Prohack challenges comparison with M.
Bergeret. There is of course no oonstous imitation.
Bennett, to create Prohack, drew on the personal experience
which he had had of civil servants and Government Services
as Director of French Propaganda in 1918; as also on his
own treasure of wisdom and mellowing experience. But it
0 happens that the British civil servant with his srong
general culture and habits of professonal seduson is as
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near an equivalent as could be found in English society to the
French University Professor who, let it be noted, is dso a
civil servant and differs so widely from the corresponding
goecies of the British fauna. True Prohack's conversations
either at club or the breskfast table are just alittle spectacular
and theatrical, and it is significant that in the $age version a
great many of his sentences could be transferred bodily
without any transformation. He dso lacks something of
the exquisite culture and curious erudition of Bergeret or,
for that matter, of Jerome Coignard. But the same spirit
of clear-sighted benevolence and cynical though bland
resignation informs both characters. "For myself | belong
to too many clubs." "But | thought you had only two
clubs, Arthur.” "Only two, butit's one too many. In fact
I'm not sure if it isn't two too many." "Are you getting
disgusted with human nature.” "No," sad Mr. Prohack,
"I'm getting hard up. 1've committed the greatest crime
intheworld. I'vecommitted poverty. And| fed guilty."
Mr. Bergeret had no clubs; he would not have wanted and
could not have afforded to join them to begin with. Y et we
fed that, in similar circumstances, he would not have
expressed himself otherwise.

Accident (published in 1928 but composed in 1926-27) isa
brilliant novel. Its interest however is not due to psycho-
logical invention. The characters are indeed sketchy to a
degree and even approach a semi-medieval simplification
extremely rare in Bennett—as gppears for instance from the
very name of Alan Frith-Walter's secretary, Miss Office,
who might amost be an allegorical part in some modern
Morality-play. There is more subtlety in the relation
between Mr. and Mrs. Lucass—an old couple still deeply in
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love with each other despite congant quarrdsin which the
wrongs are not entirely on the woman's dde; the pleasant
gpisodes in which they appear read like an acid version of
Philemon and Bauds. Neverthdess the interest of the novel
is dsawhere It lies entirely in the stuatipn which was
uggested to Bennett by a personal experience—a minor
railway accident in which he was involved in France some-
time in or before 1911. Of this experience he gave two
accounts, in Booksand Persons' and Thingsthat have | nterested
Me? which are dightly contradictory in some repects But
in both passages are to be found typical details of which he
made full usin hisnovd: firs the fact that he was reading
a book when the acddent occurred—though this has been
altered from Villiersdel'lde Adam's Eve Futureto Wor ds-
worth'sPrelude. It will beremembered that in The Death of
Simon FugeAlfred Loringwasreading the Excursion on his
way from London to Knype. It ssams that Bennett, in
spite of some critical reservations, had for Wordsworth a
typical middle dass admiration. At any rate Alan Frith-
Walter responded to hisingpiration even though the passage
which hewasthen just reading

... the depp dlemnity
Of Naturesintermediate hoursof red. . . .

did not s.em " exactly appodteto arailway accident”. The
nature of the accident, the way in which it affected the car
and compartment of the characters concerned, even the
collector's prepogerous request for Frith-Walter's ticket

A Book in a Railway Accident.
* | . Railway Accident at Mantes.
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when he walked up the line to the nearet dation are
identical in the novel and the narratives which preceded.
Theoriginality of the book does not however soldy conagt
in the description of the accident, which is smply and con-
vincingly presnted, but rather in the fact that the whole
gory including Frith-Walter's holiday, his acguaintance
with the Lucases and chiefly the crigs in his son's con-
jugal lifeis dosdy connected with and entirely contained
in the limits of that twenty-four hours journey from
London to the Riviera. Thus a manner of dasscal unity is
obtained, a unity of time and place which might ailmost be
called unity of train—with theintroduction of incidentsto
help or retard the course of the sory—Pearl's presance,
the Lucases decison, Jack's unexpected appearance at
Aix-lesBains. Meanwhile the fateful approach of the
impending accident is suggesed with admirable deverness
by means of a sries of omens or minor mishaps from the
sudden inexplicable sop on the Kentish line to the vision of
dead cattle carcasess at Laroche. The maximum effect is
thus reached with great economy of means—and the very
commonplace story of a serious misunder ganding between
husband and wife is rendered unexpectedly interesting.
But here, contrary to what generally happenswith Bennett,
the effect is achieved rather by originality of conception
than by patient accumulation and articulation of details
Like many popular writers Bennett left an unfinished
novel. Dream of Destiny (published in 1932, composd in
November and December 1930) is unfinished not only in
the sn=e that it was not revised and that many episodes
sam to call for development and completion, but aso
literally, in the way that Edwin Drood and Celts and
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Saxons are unfinished: the story stops short after barely
150 pages before the plot has finaly taken shgpe. And there
is more plot in the story than in most of Bennett's books;
in fact its very incompletion gives it a sort of mysterious
flavour, not unlike Dickenss novel, which might have
been exploited by enterprising publishers. In the course of
a garden party Roland Lane Smith, controlling manager of
a block of tenement flats, is introduced to a beautiful and
talented actress, Phoebe Friar, and the two are powerfully
attracted to each other; but during the very first minutes of
their acquaintance Roland has remembered a dream he had
recently in which he met an identical girl in identical
circumstances, fell in love and married her in spite of the
ominous fact that the clergyman dropped down dead just
before the ceremony. It was indeed an unlucky union, asthe
dream further illustrated, for the wife of his vision died in
childbirth with their progeny. Now what should the
controlling manager of the Tenement do? Should he pro-
pose or not? Should he ignore the "Dream of Destiny" or
obey the solemn warning? The situation is deftly contrived,
and is al the more intriguing as the imperfect novel pro-
vides no answer. Fortunately (or unfortunately) we get
clues as to the probable course of events from a short story
entitled Dream® which, as was the cae with The Glimpse
and The Srange Vanguard, is but a rough sketch or first
draft of the unfinished Dream of Destiny. In the story the
hero makes light of the dream until the actua death of the
clergyman on the very day of the ceremony prompts him
to run away without offering any explanation and thus save

Collected in TheNight Visitor. T heconnection ssamsto have escaped
mogt critics.
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the life of his prospective wife. He finds solace and forget-
fiillness in the "undreamt of " presence of a fair stranger on
the banks of an Italian lake. There are however in the
longer story some new elements such as the introduction
of the Hon. Millicent Redcorm, the aristocratic fiancee of
one of Roland's friends, and the description of Phoebe's
nervous disease which point to more complex developments.
Bennett's heroes have a trick of marrying the unexpected
woman at the unexpected time and one feds tempted to
conjecture that Millicent would eventually have become
Roland's wife, while Phoebe, cured at once of her neuras-
thenia and of her previous perilous attachment, woul d have
accepted the name of Millicent's rejected suitor. Readers
of Bennett's novel find the plot rather unusual, as dso the
style with its frequent use of words like "conscious’, "un-
conscious’, "subconscious' and "subjective’.  Beneath
this superficial novelty there are however familiar eements.
First the minute description of the development and evolu-
tion of a precise form of disease—in this case stage-fright
and consequent neurasthenia.  Lastly Bennett's interest in
the supernatural was not new. In The Ghost and The Glimpse
he had shown some knowledge of the literature of spirit-
ualism. In some of the short stories which he published
about this period there is evidence that he was again attrac-
ted to unusua occurrences which admitted of a transcen-
dental explanation. In The Peacock’ in Under the Hammer?
as well asin the stories now under consideration the super-
natural element is never crudely displayed or asserted, but
it is all the more effective for being merely suggested.

YThe Nieht Visitor and Other Stories.
Mb.
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What is new however in Dream of Destiny is the semi-
Freudian atmosphere of "repressions’ and "complexes' as
bes illustrated in the Doctor's account of Phoebe's case at
the end of the unfinished novel.

We are thus naturally led to say something of Bennett's
short gtories after 1919. They were fairly numerous and fill
three volumes which evenly baance the three collections of
Five Town Tales. Some are so light or so cheaply senti-
mental (Lost Love, The Seven Policemen, Myrtleat 6 a.m.) as
to be entirely worthless (ss were dso many of the earlier
Tales). Others on the contrary are pure masterpieces which
can rank with Smon Fuge and The Matador. Such is of
course Elsie and the Child which for lightness of touch
remains unequalled- But thereare otherslike The Mysterious
Destruction of Mr. Ipple, The Cornet Player, The Wind that,
without being quite of the same quality, come very near
perfection too. In these asin many others there bregthes a
freer spirit of unaffected humour which is typical of Ben-
nett's work at the time. On the whole the standard of these
forty-three storiesis remarkably high, probably higher than
that of the Tales and The Matador, and certainly displays
considerably more variety. The Five Town vein is still
represented in avery minor key by three stories: The Limits
of Dominion, What I've Said I've Said and Death, Fire and
Life, the latter being in the pure tradition of the Grim Tales
and offering considerable interest for the topographical
reconstruction of Bennett's Bursley. But there are certain
new fedures in the books, or at least features which are
developed in a new manner. | have just referred to the
group in which the supernatural element occurs. Others on
the contrary and those very numerous describe the gayer
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and more materialistic agpects of modern life: Hotel life
(The Hat,* Strange affair at a hotel?), yachts and pleasure
cruises (Middle Aged®), foreign travel and cosmopolitan
resorts (The Toreador,' A Place in Venice,® winter sports
(The Mouse and the Cat®). Sometimes they are simply
sympathetic descriptions of the modern spirit at grips with
the effete conventions of a changing world: The Perfect
Creature,” A Very Romantic Affair,® The Mysterious Destruc-
tion of Mr. Ipple’  Within this new world which he so
frequently describes Arnold Bennett often turns to the
world of the stage which, largely through Miss Cheston's
influence, henow knew intimately: The Fish™ and House to
Let' are excellent satires of the Actor character, talented or
not, but equally conceited and self centred. The Second
Night'? and The Understudy™® are perfect descriptions of stage
life. Venus rising from the S& is an admirably fair and
realistic picture of the average life of an obscure though not
untalented actress, and of the importance of luck in the
making of a theatrical career. In many of these Stories
aopears a new character, rather cynically and mercilessy

'ZThe Night Visitor, etc.
Ib.

:'Tl;leWoman Who Stole Everything, etc.
Ib.

°Ib.
®The Night Visitor, etc.
"ElsieandtheChild, etc.
%he Woman Who Stole Everything, etc.
°ElsieandtheChild, etc.
“Ib.
1T fe Woman Who Stole Everything, etc.
2The Night Visitor, etc.
Bp.
" Published separately in 1931, reprinted with Dream of Destinyin 1932.

173



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

drawn, that of the modern girl or woman, charming and
desirable, bright though occasiondly stupid, above all
entirely sdfish and unscrupulous.  Of course Bennett had
aready given us very unsentimental pictures of the feminine
character such as only a hardened bachelor and an ex-
editor of a woman's magazine might have drawn. But
these new characters are radically different from the mys-
terious and wilful Hilda, the self-willed adamantine Sophia,
or even the delightfully stupid Vera Cheswardine. In the
later works of Bennett they form along gallery of characters
which have essentialy in common sdfishness and cynicism—
beginning with Audrey of The Lions Share and including
Nina, the chief character in the play entitted The Love
Match, and Gracie in Imperial Palace. This new feminine
incarnation is in Bennett's own words' "the socia butterfly
of our day; seis sensud; sheis an adulteress, she is greedy
for pleasure; she is sdfish; she is vixenish; she is capricious,
deis awaster; seis ruthless; and she is charming.” For in
spite or perhaps on account of her very faults and lack of
moral sne de is to her creator and andyst “charming"”,
"interesting”, "wonderful"—inawordintensely "exciting".
Se is the sudden revelation of the "vamp" or post war
"flapper" as she gppeared to a dazzled, shocked and delighted
bachelor of fifty. We have mentioned some of her various
names and incarnations in the plays and novels, but of
course she is really caled Cora Ussher, "the woman who
stole everything”. In that novelette of about eighty pages,
Bennett has given us a bold powerful study which with a
little more elaboration and complexity might have de-
veloped into one of his mgjor stories. Never have the cruel
thingsthat have I nterested Me, 11, p. 216.
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sensuous depths of the feminine soul been more subtly and
relentlessly probed than in the course of this disquieting
narrative.

The great objection to the theory* of the slow but steady
degeneration of Bennett's talents from The Old Wives' Tale
to the end of hiscareer will always be that between 1918 and
1930 he produced four great novels—The Pretty Lady,
Riceyman Steps, Lord Raingo, Imperial Palace—which have
each claims to be styled masterpieces. Different they are
from the work that preceded, but not necessarily inferior.
They are shorter, and more interesting; the psychology of
the characters being, not so much subtler, as more precise,
less lethargic and more active. They are far mor e outspoken,
sometimes deliberately cynical, though never crudely so.
And they combine to a much greater degree than before
daring satire and dry humour with purely objective
description or narrative.

As we read the first pages of The Pretty Lady (1918) our
expectations are indeed roused. The novel was conceived
in May 1917, when Bennett "had an idea for a short novel
about an episode in the life of a French cocotte'. What
attracted him was the self-imposed difficulty of telling
"practically everything about her existence without shock-
ing the B.P" .2 But, as we know, he had long before been
haunted by the possibility of such a theme of which only
caution had probably delayed the treatment. The Old
Wives Tale and Sacred and Profane Love were already half-
hearted attemptsin that direction. Asearly as 1910 he noted
in a description of a night-club scene which occurs in Paris

See Geoffrey West: The Problem of Arnold Bennett, 1933.
journals, 11, p. 196.
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Nights' that "some of the oddisques are beautiful. Fine
women in the sight of heaven! They too are experts with
the preoccupation of experts, they are at work and this is
the battle of life. They inspire respect. It is—it isthe dignity
of labour". This idea is at the root of his conception of
Christine.

It was obviously the war which caused the long dis-
carded ideato befulfilled. Aslong ashefelt that the public
would not allow him to treat the subject as he wanted,
Bennett preferred to st it asde. But when, with his
admirable ssnse of literary possibilities, he discerned that the
old equilibrium had been destroyed, that a new and more
acceptable compromise between decencies and redlities
could be offered to the readers, he was not slow in taking
advantage of it. This was under the pressure of tremendous
and unexpected events. As the gentle heroine herself says
"The war in London hes led to the discovery that men have
desres . . " And he was careful to stegp the whole
narrative in a war-atmosphere which was not by any means
esentid to it. He was careful to convey the sensg then of
course prevalent in many parts of the world, that "perhaps
the frame of society was about to collapse” When sur-
rounded by danger, death and supreme uncertainty
many thoughts and actions become permissible, even in
literature. Bennett was quick to se his chance and took it
to a proper accompaniment of shells, air raids, and military
brass

For the novel is about agirl of that dass "which respect-
able broad-minded women, when bantering, called with

ZCaue Cilibre.
Chep. XXX VII.
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amused indifference 'pretty ladies*."l But in spite of this
chaste circumlocution the novel is treated with feales
though quiet realism. With a few necessay omissions or
alusions, heis "playing the game" and tackling the subject
asit had not befpre been tackled. Goncourt in La Fille Elisa,
Bazac in Grandeur et Miske des Courtisanes, Zola in Nana,
Colette in Cheri have shown us episodes which are
extraneous Ko the real life of the prostitute: the precise
moment when they rise above, sink below or in some way
exceed or trangyress the ordinary rules and standards of
their professon. Even George Gissing's Ida Starr in The
Unclassed is unreconciled to the life she is leading, a life
which hes been enforced by circumstances and from which
she eagerly dedres to excgpe. Christine woul d have intensely
disliked her, as she did most of her English colleagues, for
being so unprofessional, so amateurish. With cdasscd firm-
ness of touch Bennett shows us in Christine the typical
prostitute, neither of too low nor too high a type, in the
exercise of a professon which she may not have exactly
chosen but which she is determined to carry on with as
much dignity and honesty as is consstent with its very
nature. Once one has determined to take such a subject
for atheme, it surely is the only fair and honest manner of
treatingit.

On Christine's character, Bennett has lavished all his
pains; it is one of the most finished, most patiently con-
structed in all his novels. He did not make her French by
accident, or through fear of national prejudice; but because
some of the essentia features of her personality areillustrated
in contrast with English customs and ways of feeling; and

'Chap. XLI.
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because sheisendowed with all the L atin sense of technique,
the conscience of the artist or the artisan. Christine Duboisis
twenty-six, "pretty, highly developed, short, lissom",
youthful; her puckered brow" betrays application and in-
genuousness, her great desire is to please, .her great fear,
obesity. Shewasinstructed in her trade by her own mother,
when the latter saw the inanity of her efforts to raise her
daughter to another status. The point is all-important.
Christine has been schooled, initiated. Sheisnot like those
English courtesans, her colleagues, with their "characteristic
insipidity, lackadaiscaness, and ignorance of the pro-
fession", who expect "to be paid for doing nothing".? She
hes been warned about "the five great plagues' or scourges
of the trade, about the danger of alcohol and insomniato a
good complexion, "the source of money". She hes dso had
instruction as to the psychological aspect of her career: she
knows how to deal with clients of different nationalities,
and has been taught to be ruled by the lofty far-sighted
principle that "generosity towards men in small things is
always repaid by generosity in big things—and if it is not,
thelossis so slight".® Sheisindeed an expert, atechnician;
and it istypical that Bennett was attracted by this sde of her
life, as he was attracted to the lives of sdlesmen, waiters and
actors—professons in which the technique is particularly
subtle and human. By her very skill, by her sense of duty
and service she presarves that dignity and sdlf-respect which
others foolishly think to maintain by pretending to despise

'Her physical appesrance was it appears drawn from life. See
Journals, | I, p. 289.

Chap. X X111.

Chap.1V.
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the very mode of life which they have chosen. She knows
that she has "a function in society" and impresses this truth
on those who approach her. Hence her "conviction that
her sin is not like that of others', that sheis " not really an
ordinary courtesan". Hence her refinement, what G. J.
Hoapes paradoxically calls " her virtue, her purity": "she
had had scarcdy any experience save one kind of
experience".! This is most daringly emphasized by means
of a continuous contrast between the morbid mental and
mor al instability of the society women frequented by the
hero and the healthy equilibrium of Christine. Sheis"like
a balm after such exciting creatures’. She gands for purity,
they stand for vice.

Of the ssme lump (as it is said)
For honour and dishonour made
Two Sger-vesds—Hereisone. . . .

But Bennett did not choose Rossetti's lines as an epigraph
to his book, not being sufficiently convinced of the respec-
tive honour or dishonour of the two earthly vessds He
turned to Butler whom he seems to have been reading
closely at the time to strengthen himself on the difficult
road of merciless realism and culled from his work the
following epigraph which is a clue to the spirit in which
The Pretty Lady was written:

Virtue has never yet been adequately represented by any who
have had any claim to be consdered virtuous. It is the sub-
vicious who bes undergand virtue. Let the virtuous people
stick to describing vice—which they can do well enough.

"Chap. XX XI.
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But Bennett was at pains to make of Christine a human
individual, not theillustration of atheory, the mereinstru-
ment of a cynical paradox. He has endowed her with
qualities inherited from her French origin: economy and
mistrust of all save gilt-edged securitieslikethe City of Paris
bonds, understanding of the comfort of the home and
especially of the value of soves as againgt gasfires, a con-
stant suspicion of goies and traitors, and respect for military
discipline, as "the traditions of a country of conscripts were
ingrained in her childhood and youth". She has dso other
qualities more persona and intimate, which she would not
necessarily share with any other French or English colleague.
Some, childish and slightly ridiculous, like her fear of
London, her inability to understand the English ways or
the English language; her use of dang phrases, her tagte for
sentimental literature of the worst kind (East Lynne and
Fantomas), her pretentious references to music or to her edu-
cation "in a convent"; others, more serious and profound,
like her superstitious worship of the Virgin Mary, conceived
as ajealous powerful goddess ever ready to confer blessngs
or curses, her beliefin the value of mascots and her eager
response to the mystical discourses of the drunken dissased
officer whom ghe finds adegp in her room on her return
from Brompton Oratory. Lastly, that essentid quality
whichisfirst the cause of her success with G.J. Hoape, then
of her ruin—the quality, rea or imaginary, with which an
Englishman, even one so conversant with French life aswas
Bennett, would most readily and traditionally endow a
girl like Christine—an "unappeasabl€e’, "secret”, "extreme"
sensuality.  "The thought of her insatiable temperament
flashed through her as she held him, and of his northern
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sobriety, and of the profound, unchangesble difference
between these two." |

It was not however in this picture of Christine, subtle,
daring as it is, that Bennett's realism achieved its most
striking triumph, but rather in the description of the
technical details of her daily existence. The "five great
plagues’ of the professon are lightly pessed over though
not ignored. It is again by conferring prominence and
ggnificance to minor details that Bennett gives evidence of
his remarkable power of sympathy with the strangest Sdes
of human existence. We learn that there is a "chaste" and
an "unchaste" dde to Coventry Street; we redlize the
paramount importance of the "promenades’ of the great
musical theatres to ladies like Christine. Her flat is described
in the most redlistic, even cynical manner. Not by paying
attention to objects which are in themsdves indecent or
unpleasant, but by placing the most ordinary things in a
new light. The telephone, though essentid in her profession,
must not stand by the bedside for obvious reasons. The
VieParisienneisjust as"indispensable apart of the gpparatus
of the flat" and reminds one of a dentist's waiting-room
"except that no dentist would expose copies of La Vie
Parisienne to the view of clients Indeed it was a dentist's
waiting-room."? Again we learn that the great difficulty
for Christineisnot so much to placate the police or theland-
lord as the difficulty of keeping clients out of each other's
way. Lastly the clash between her rehgion and the pro-
fesson is bluntly indicated: though an ardent Roman
Catholic Christine when confronted with the injunction

|
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"Essayez de vous rappeler vos peches et combien defois vous
les avez commi” honestly found that she could not comply
withit, and had to give up confession.

In such instances Bennett shows at once the power and
the economy of his imaginative realism. The novel treated
In this spirit was something new in English literature, and
we understand how it gppeded to those who, in art or life,
shared the same creed that facts should be faced by the
author or the man of action. James Stephens opined that
"The Old Wives Tale was it, but The Pretty Lady was
itter".> As we know, it was on the strength of this book
that Lord Beaverbrook offered Bennett a Directorship in
his Ministry. George Moore found Christine "the finest
cocottein literature”.? But we are not surprised to hear that
the sger of a well-known gaesman who had been a
constant reader of his books decided to "have done with
him" after The Pretty Lady.* And we know that, a "very
high literary authority in Edinburgh” thought the book
"pitiable".* As a matter of fact one might have expected
more numerous and violent reactions than these. A tribute
to Bennett's snse of opportunity and to his art.

With it all, The Pretty Lady docs not rank among his
greatest novels. One feds that the subject appeded to Ben-
nett, that he had long waited for such a chance, that he
delighted in being able to write the book. The central
character is well-nigh faultless, and bears evidence of having
been composed not merely with care and patience—with

Yourndls 11, p. 250.
2Journals 11, p. 289.
3Journals 1 1, p. 239.
'Things that have Interested Me, | | . A Great Responsibility.
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something like actual tenderness. Much asit is, thisis not
quite enough to make a masterpiece. The rest of the story
is considerably inferior to the best passsges  There are Signs
about it of the weskness and exhaustion that we have
detected in contemporary stories like The Roll Call or The
Lions Share. In fact, apart from the satirical pessges
describing the activities of the Lechford Hospitals Com-
mittee (in which Bennett drew on his persona experience
as member of similar bodies snce 1915) and apart from the
fine, sober denouement, the parts of the story in which
Christine does not gppear are sorry stuff indeed. The war
omes (the accident at the Clyde factory, the air-raid) may
be necessxy to the atmosphere of the novel as shown
before; but they are somewhat crude and cheaply emotional.
Conception Smith and Lady Queenie Paulle, though
possibly drawn from real life," are singularly artificial and
uninteresting. Even G. J. Hoape, the typical hero after
Bennett's heart, secretive, selfish, cautious and middle-aged
Is deficient in charm and attraction and becomes slightly
repulsive. The style too is uneven, and worse still because
unusual, the technique of the novel isnot up to the ordinary
standard; there are too many extraordinary coincidences
in the plot; first G. J.'s meeting with Christine in London
after noticing her severa months before in Paris;, then
the presence of the drunken officer in her flat when she
returns from Brompton Oratory; then of course their
second encounter, if we are not asked to believe in the
reality of her supernatural experience; last the unexpected
manner in which G. J. comes across Christine on severa
occasons towards the end of the book. Each separate
journals, 11, p. 232,
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incident may be possbleor even truein itsdf; but asawhole
they creste an atmosphere of migrust and disbelief which is
extremely rare in Bennett's work. He once wrote that
Wordsworth's verse at its bex struck him as a mixture of
Milton and Punch. The Pretty Lady isa mixtureof Butler,
George Moore and Hall Caine, with just a dash of Marie
Corelli.

The praise with which Riceyman Steps was received in
1923 s=ms to have been well-nigh unanimous. In the
reviews of the Presas well asin the private letterswhich it
elicited from friends and fellow-novdigs it was accaimed
as"a great book" | and Professor Grierson awarded it the
Tait Black Novel Prize. No discordant note is discernible
in contemporary criticism; only perhaps a note of half-
uppressad surprise which is bes heard in the well-known
comment by Conrad " | t has always been Bennett militant;
but thisis Bennett triumphant” .2 It isfairly obviousthat at
the time no one expected such a magerpiece from Bennett;
it was thought that the author of The Old Wives Tale was
dead or at leas crippled, partly through hisown fault. And
now hewas somewhat disconcertingly risng from hisgrave.
No wonder it gave the critics a shock. The ucess of the
novel wasall the greater for it.

It is of course one of the mogt patient and painstaking of
Bennett's books. "1 thank heaven | have always gone in
for technique. And ThePretty Lady and Riceyman Stepsare
both in my opinion jolly well congtructed and done books"®

The samewordsare used in The Evening Standard and in aletter from
H.G. Wells(Catalogue, p. 40).

%ournals, 11, p.23. Seeds Catalogue, p. 28.

Journals 111, p. 32
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The gatement is only half true of the former novel, but in
Riceyman StepsBennett hasretur ned to hisformer methods
of careful organization and grounding of the story. It is
interesting to note however that M oor e while professng to
admire the book unreservedly pointed out that it had "no
form whatever".> Bennett indignantly protested but this
impresson sl think real in themind of thereader and pro-
ceeds from the very subtlety, possbly from the very exosses
of Bennett's technique. The story never appears artificially
directed from outsde it ssams to drift aimlesdy along in
fulfilment of its own uncertain destiny. Though it only
covers a few months Bennett has had recourse to the old
trick of concealing or disguisng the passage of time as far
as possble The novel opens in the autumn of 1919:
Earlforward's engagement to Mrs. Arb occurs barey afew
weeks later, in November. They get married in January
1920. Then Bennett carefully withholds any fresh chrono-
logical information; we areleft in the dark asto thelength
of time required for the process of dow tarvation to reach
its inevitable concluson. This enables him to renew the
striking effect of surprisealready achieved in The Old Wives*
Tale, ashasbeen noted by M r . Simons;? Dr . Raste bending
over the shrunken form of Earlforward like Sophia over the
withered body of Gerald Scales suddenly revedls to the
reader the reentless change which has been taking place.
Only in this latter ingance the work of time has been
hasened and multiplied tenfold by dissase and starvation.
Moreover Bennett's conception of technique, here carried
further than anywhere dsg, has been to diminate car efully

Yournals 111, p. 42.
?Arnold Bennett and HisNovels, p. 266.

185



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

all incidents of a violent or merely unusual nature. In The
Old Wives Taletherewas an dopement, a murder and two
public executions, in Clayhanger, jilting, bigamy and con-
jugal warfare; air raids in The Pretty Lady; acddents in
Accident. But thesum-total of theeventsin Riceyman Steps,
as George Moore admirably put it, is this " A booksdler
aoss the road to get married”. In the lag two partsin
particular (200 pages) there is practically no story of any
kind, except perhaps Jogs return or Earlforward's deter-
mination not to go to hospital. Even Racine would have
found it hard to concoct a tragedy out of such dements In
the paucity of thematerialswhich heallowed himself Bennett
has surpassad his own Earlforward's paramonious frugality.
He went a little too far, and the formlessness denounced
by George Mooreisin fact nothing dse than the absence or
rather the extreme thinness of the plot. But that each part
of the book was carefully thought out, polished and fitted
into the whole is certain. In fact the very paucity of the
means employed is a sure Sgn of sdection and distribution.
This is well ssn in the somewhat exaggerated manner in
which Bennett prepares the way to introduce apparently
trifling details For indance, it is essntial that Earlforward
should limp, asthis peculiarity will afford some of the finest
passages in the central chapter of the Sunday walk with
Mrs. Arb which reveals the extent and power of the hera's
avarice. But leg this phydcal disability should appear
gratuitous Bennett goes to the trouble of explaining that he
had hurt his knee many years before in trying to raise the
body of his dead unde from whom he inherited the shop;
which leads him to dwell on the physical appearance of the
late T. T. Riceyman and in particular on his fatness which
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renders the fall and the permanent injury to the nephew's
knee morelikely. Similarly in order to sscure the reader's
acoeptance of Mrs. Arb's marriage with Earlforward,
Bennett mugt nesds explain that she wants protection and a
home; but she.cannot be poor, or it would be incredible
that Earlforward would have her. Hence the scrupulous
paingaking craftanan imagines that her first hushand was a
clerk of workswho left her well off but without any fixed
resdence as he had to move continually from one town to
another. In like manner Els€s motive for calling on Dr.
Rage and telling him about her mader's illness or her
meeting with Eva (which is of course the germ of Elsie and
the Child) areintroduced with snake-like caution and semi-
machiavellian foresght. All this becomes a little irritating
in the end. One feds that, if the author were put on his
mettle, he could write half a dozen chapters perhaps half a
dozen novels, merey to explain why one of his heroes blew
his nose with hisleft hand or had a wart over hisright eye.
Thisremark does not apply to Elsie and the Child which is
professadly a short story without a plot, of the Simon Fuge
type, in which a sucocesson of disconnected episodes leave
us with an ambiguous impresson which it is the very
purpose of the artigt to foser and develop. But in Riceyman
Steps we fed too often a deliberate determination to be
natural and convincing at any cog, to make every chink of
the story tight againg contradiction or disbdief. 1 doubt
whether this exaggerated scruple is part of the greatness of
the book. It marks the extreme and probably excesve
point of Bennett's technique. It amacks of fase casudnes
and gudious verismilitude—of Henry James or Meredith,
not Stendhal.

187



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

This tendency to overdo the technical Sde of the novelist's
job, so acute in Bennett's work at the time, with the danger
of overconsciousness which it implies was dso carried into
what remains the chief merit ofRiceyman Seps, the descrip-
tion of character. We know from contemporary polemics'
that Bennett then held more strictly than ever that "the
foundation of good fiction is character-creating and nothing
dse" ? but that "a character has to be conventiohalized... .
The thing is to produce an impression on the reader—the
best you can, the truest you can: but some impression".?
And he complained a little later that, in modern novels,
"logical construction is absent, concentration of the theme
isabsent. . . . The new practitioners have simply returned
to the facile go-asyou-please methods of the eighteenth
century ignoring the important discoveries and innovations
of Balzac and later novelists."* Now it can safely be said that
there are only two characters (Earlforward and Elsie) in
Riceyman Seps and that the book might more pertinently
have been called Elsie and the Miser. Mrs. Arb and Joe are
both sketched with admirable conscience and delicacy but
they are in aminor key. Moreover it is obvious that they
are merely meant as foils to the main characters. Mrs. Arb
with her desre to yield, her need of security and masculine
protection, even her leaning to economy, serves but to
emphasize the stronger figure of her husband. She is no
real miser though she may be attracted by the power of her
husband's vice. But she is conscious of danger and is ready

'With Virginia Woolf. See below.
Thingsthat have | nterested Me, 1 | | .1 sthe Novel Decaying!
%Journals 111, p. 52.

“Savour of Life. Young Authors, 1 1.
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to give up saving when life is at gake. As for Joe his
primitiveinarticulate love and jealousy enhance and reveal
Eldés loyalty and strength of character, her physcal and
sentimental nexds  Finally it is ElSe alone who remains
with the dying miser and has the courage and energy to
nurse him desite the monger which he harbours in his
breas. But even Elsés devotion, tenderness and occasonal
revoltsare mostly felt or remembered because of their sharp
contrag with the hdpless obgtinacy, at once pathetic and
terrible, of the Magter. The laws of concentration are well
observed. All, Mrs. Arb, Joe, even Else act as power ful
reflectors which focus the light on the central figure of
Earlforward.

It is neat, intelligent work—admirable and predse It is
as sngularly disquieting. It was to be feared that with
uch methods, by dint of sdlection and concentration, Arnold
Bennett might give us a sort of revised version of Shylock,
Har pagon and Grandet, with some of the old exagger ations
attenuated and alayer of modern colour applied, but devoid
of any trueoriginality. Avariceisin itself such a smple and
exdudve pasion that it is at once strangely easy and dan-
gerous to concentrate and abdract it, especially consdering
that thishad already been done supremey well half a dozen
times in the history of literature through the very same
methods. Between imitation and wild exagger ation theway
was indeed drait and dippery. It was part of the difficulty
of the theme, the very wager which Bennett won. He did
not altogether avoid the formidable obgade. In ite of his
critical snse and ddicacy of touch he occasonally went too
far. Earlforward's physical wor ship of gold, inPart 111,V 1,
isreminiscent of Volponeand Sensr's Cave of Manmmon,;
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itisnot quite convincing and could not be. Such an extreme
romantic form of avarice may not be out of place in an
Elizabethan drama or an emblematic poem, but it jars
with the drab surroundings and the realistic atmosphere. It
Is indeed well-nigh impossible, especidly in our days of
economic revolutions, to show an old man ecstaticaly
running his fingers through ducats without risking thereby
a comic effect. Bennett attempted to obviate this by
means of a feeble sermon on Communism preached by
the miser to his wife and maid out of an evening paper
which he has had bought for the occasion. The generaliza-
tion and abstraction are here alittle overdone; Earlforward,
to justify his passion, rises to genera idess and political
economy—which is gratuitous, as his lust for gold is sen-
suous, instinctive, wholly irrational . In fact more than once,
in order to secure his most striking effects Bennett hes
recourse to short sentences or interjections suddenly reveal-
ing the hero's character which sound like echoes of Moliere
and are in the comic tradition. The ring episode, the old
e offered as wedding present seem to come from an
[talian comedy of the Renassance. But Earlforward's
grestest mot—to the man in charge of the vacuum cleaning
machines. "Do you sell the dirt? Do you get anything for
it?"—might have been spoken by Harpagon himself, which
Is no mean compliment. However Moliere did not profess
to write realistic novels. And at other times Bennett is not
quite so fortunate: the miser's regret at Else's "wanton
waste of a health-giving food" as g flings rice on the
newly-wedded couple, his" I'm too hot" when heindgsts on
her letting the fire go out, and chiefly perhaps his "I shall
sve aclean shirt” while promising to sse adoctor if he does
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not fedl better after spending two days in bed—these are so
many traits which might pass on the stage, but seem some-
what forced at a second, if not at afirst reading. The con-
tinuous candle-lighting, switching of f and on of the current
is dso perhaps open to the same objection.

However Earlforward remains a formidable character
who aone would suffice to make the novel great. Heis
not only powerfully and carefully drawn. Heisaso deeply
original. Heis as different from Grandet or Harpagon as
might be, and any fear of prolonged imitation or unpleasant
exaggeration is soon wiped out of the most critical reader's
mind. It isin this, in the presentment of so new, so unex-
pected a type of miser that lies Bennett's supreme victory—
the proof that heis"triumphant”, and not merely militant.
How isthis done? Thereis one strange quality about Earl-
forward, perhaps as striking and certainly more frequently
witnessed than the acute manifestations of his "grand
passion” which are not of every day occurrence. That is his
placidity, his calm, serene, almost urbane countenance, his
capacity for "letting things go" and "compromising with
destiny”. One adjective, which recurs in nearly every
chapter of the book, is particularly expressive of his nature:
"bland". Hisvoiceisbland, he delivers bland ultimatums,
replaces books blandly on the shelves and blandly admits the
arguments of other people. It may be a form of energy, a
"soft obstinacy", arealization that thisis the best means to
his ends, a contempt for unnecessary words and discussions.
But Harpagon and Grandet are certainly not bland; they
are testy, tyrannical old men, and as for Shylock, his
occasiona blandness is but the veil of hypocrisy which
concealsoriental flames. Thereare no flamesin Earlforward.
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In fact it must be admitted that heis strangely passve. Long
before the beginning of his illness his vitahty ssams greatly
reduced. Thereis something''mechanical™ about his move-
ments. Bennett himself admits that his "reactions are very
slow";* having faced a danger on the Thursday night he
only begins to tremble on the Friday morning.

Thus it is that Bennett is able to endow him with other
qualities which one rarely asociaes with the greed for
riches. kindness, patience, aimost indolence, and dso, in
certain matters, a comparative innocence: he has no experi-
ence of women, and Mrs. Arb feds older and wiser than he
IS in some points.

Thisisall very well and certainly supplies striking effects
of contrast. But how is Bennett to reconcile this placidity,
this passivity in Earlforward with the devouring activity,
the vivacity and reslessness which are typical of the Miser
of literary tradition? First, it should be noted that Earl-
forward is not particularly anxious about the safety of his
wealth; hiswifeis far more sendtive to the risk of robbery.
But, and this is the main difference between Earlforward
and his predecessors in fiction, avarice is not for him an
incentiveto increased commercial activity—onthecontrary.
Harpagon is a usurer of exceptional competence; Shylock
hes amassed prodigious wealth and can risk money for
other motives than speculation; the financial activities of
Grandet are of course notorious and Bazac has been lavish
of detailsin that respect: in fact Grandet is a great speculator
and a keen businessman before heisamiser. Thisis perhaps
the weakness of these gresat literary figures, that they are not
misers at all, at least not pre-eminently o, that they are first

Y, Chap. VI,
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usurers, shipowners or timber merchants and only secon-
darily misers. Bennett is probably truer to fact, to the
averagereality of every day life. I n the case of Earlforward,
though at one time he was "ready to part with money in
exchange of stock”,* avarice has gradually weakened and
destroyed the commercial instinct: he can no longer spend
money, even to secure large gains, even to avoid consequent
losses. To shun the cost of delivery, heriskslosing important
customers; when faced with the necessity of parting with
aten shilling note for charitable purposes, he prefersto give
a rare first edition of Gray which is worth many times
more. Avarice is as a blight on his physical and moral life.
Itisacause of ruin and death, not of power and prosperity.
Itisacancerinhismind aswell asin hisflesh eating into his
very substance.

Y et, avariceis not the only cause of Earlforward's strange
business methods. He is naturally indolent, as his rich red
lips might tend to corroborate. He wastes valuable minutes
dallying luxuriously over his mean breakfast, thus missing
ses and auctions, rather than hurry to business. In this the
strange passivity of the man is again revealed. And thisis
precisely why Bennett succesds where even Molicre had
failed—that isin making it credible that a miser should fall
in love. For Earlforward is genuinely in love with Mrs.
Arb. Itistrue that he has little experience of women and
hes for long not been interested in them. But hisinterest is
at last excited. Hisadmiration, his sexual appreciation of her
are obvious. Of course they would not be strong enough to
conquer, if Mrs. Arbhad not money of her own, if marriage
with her did not seem legitimate for reasons of convenience.

Y11, Chap. I 1. Thisis one of the few contradictions in the novel.
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But, though not capable of strong ectases he rgoices in
other things than her thrift or her savings. Sheisto him a
physical revelation; he enjoys her kisses  Her charm makes
him fed aive for thefirst time. And the grand pathos of
the novel lies in this: that it is Earlforward's love which
rouses the monster of avarice dormant in his breast—which
pushes it to extremes—and which (to be precise, by urging
Earlforward to cut down the increased expensss of the
household) finally moves it to destroy its very instrument.

For Earlforward is a mere instrument. And the strange
struggle is only rendered possible by his passivity. He does
not identify himself with the desire of gold, thejoy which
results from its possesson as Shylock or Grandet do. He
merely watches that power rising and moving in his breast.
He cannot dream of fighting it. He can but oppose it to
other powers and watch the issue. It may be a "grand
passion which hes made all his life beautiful",* but only
in the sne that the development and triumphs of this
al-conquering power afforded him a spectacle which he
could notignore or refuse to admire. In fact more than once
we fed that Earlforward becomes a mere battlefield in
which two forces affront each other. And the novel hes
not one but three heroes. Avarice, Love and Henry Earl-
forward; and it ends not in disagter but in the triumph of the
former. Thisis seen in particular in the wholly admirable
chapter entitled The Passion in which Earlforward's efforts
to conquer the force within him, his surprise at the un-
suspected strength of the feeling which he harbours, his
complete and final surrender are unforgettably depicted.
"His passon had won! . . . There were two Mr. Earl-

Y, Chep. XIII.
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forwards. One splendidly uplifted, the other ready to
faint from pain and fatigue'.* The duality of Earlforward's
nature is here congpicuous There are two men in him: a
gentle, kind, bland, tender middle-aged bachdor; and an
implacable fiery, indomitable maniac—one living indde
the other, preying on the other. Elseand Mrs. Arb begin
to ugect the exigence of thisM r. Hyde. And, at lag, they
areafraid of gaying alonein the same house with him.

All thisis, to a certain extent, new, at lead in its applica-
tion to the picture of avarice; and Bennett has turned it to
wonder ful advantage. But it haslittleto do with " sdection
and concentration”. On the contrary it introduces an
element of contradiction and psychological discontinuity
which enables Bennett to break away from the dangerous
tradition of the Miser in fiction and to creste an original
figure asthe centre of a great novel.

Theconnection between Riceyman Stepsand Elsieand the
Child is dose and ddicate as appears from passges in the
third and fourth partsof theformer novel and there can be
no doubt that while composing the one, Bennett had already
planned the other. Yet, as has been noted, the technique
of the two goriesis altogether different. While Riceyman
Steps is concelved 0 as to afford gpace and opportunities
for the development and evolution of one special character
initsprincipal phasss Elsieand the Childisrather the sudy
of a sStuation, unimportant enough in itself though excep-
tional: the excessve fondness of a child for the housemaid
and the perturbation thus thrown in family reations.
Whilethetechnique of Riceyman Stepsreminded one at once
of Balzac and Dostoevsky, with here and there a touch of

1, Chap. X1l
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Stendhd, that of Elsie and the Child suggests the influence of
Tchekhoff and Katherine Mansfield, and chiefly of Andre
Gide. Butin fact it is essentidly an ambiguous short story,
composed as it were with an eye to various types of readers
S0 that several threads of interest are intertwined or rather
laid side by side. It may be considered as cfescriptive of the
private life of a panel doctor in one of the poorer districts
of London, and as such is of real, though limited interest.
It can be taken as a sequel to Riceyman Steps showing us
something of the married life of one of the principal charac-
ters and of her new surroundings: Elsie is of course all-
important in both novels. In the longer book she appeared
with physical and moral qualities which made her equally
remarkable: strongly-built, plump, with superb ams and
bust and a square soft face, this war-widow of twenty-three
was a magnificent toiler as Mrs. Arb and her husband well
knew; but she was dso a glorious sight and had captured
the violent Joe, awakened amorous desres in the heart of
the boy Jerry, and attracted the notice of Miss Eva Raste.
But Elsieis not vain or light-headed; her early widowhood
and long poverty have matured her. Sheisloyal both to her
meders and to her lover Joe even when he ssams to have
abandoned her. She is anxious to serve, ever worrying to
do her duty as evidenced by the constant pucker on her
brow.* It was Bennett's great triumph to redize and make
plain, not the complexities or peculiarities of a character so
remote from his own field of experience, but on the con-

"Whcn shejoins the Raste household a little later this desire to serve
becomes qualified by the snse of her independenceasamarried woman,
and her unsophigticated soul is disconcerted, as Bennett unsurpassably
shows, by the conventions of domestic etiquette. She is too honest and
devoted to make a good servant.
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trary her very limitations, lack of sophistication and
animality. With all her loyalty and diffidence, this big
plump girl hes physical neads which cannot be overcome:
she must ea and cannot stand hunger beyond a certain
point, even though she may be horrified at her own conduct
when the irresistible impul se comes over her to cat the egg or
the stesk which were not intended for her. After the sad
parting from Eva at the station she suddenly feds hungry.
She has other appetites. She is unconscioudly and in-
geniously sensuous, she wants Joe's caresses and unhesitat-
ingly shares her bed with him when he returns a sick man;
se expeiences sdtisfaction and something like a thrill
when giving Jerry the kiss he shandesdy demanded; for all
her delight in the privacy of her new room in Riceyman's
house dhe "missed the warm, soft body of the furniture
polisher's child with whom she had dept so long.” Thisis
again and most disturbingly seen in her relations with Eva
Raste. For the story can dso be read as a study of a child's
soul with subtle Freudian implications. One may of course
senothing init but alittle domestic drama delicately told—
one of those dashes between parents and children which
Bennett delights in describing with minute intensity. But
one cannot be blind to the ambiguity of the situation: Eva's
sudden liking for Elsie, her influence over the young woman
who accepts the position of maid to the Rastes merely for
her skke, the strange affection between the two reveded by
Els€e's sobs when she hears while waiting at table the news
that Eva is to go to a boarding school, the parents alarm
and displeasure, and chiefly Joe's explosion of jealousy. Of
course Bennett's handling of the theme is perfect, as subtle
as Gide's might have been, but there can | think be little
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doubt that the impression of ambiguity is deliberately
created and maintained to the end. It gives the short story
asomewhat irritating flavour.

Lord Raingo may not be among the two or three greatest
novels of Bennett. But | should rank it (with Whom God
Hath Joined) immediately below the masterpieces.

It contains a sentimental plot which is original, perhaps
distinguished in some parts, but is not by any means respon-
shle for the greatness of the novel. It has however some
autobiographical aspects which the critic cannot altogether
ignore. The names of Lord Rhondda and other politicians
have sometimes been mentioned in connection with the
main element in that plot—Raingo's friendship for
Delphine. But we know that at the time Bennett was
himself in the midst of a semi-secret liaison in which—Ilike
his hero—he found romance and happiness. We can take
it that he supplied much of the amorous atmosphere of the
book from his own experience. This impression is further
strengthened by the fact that he places in the mouth of a
minor character—Mrs. Blacklow—the very words spoken
by Dorothy Cheston in similar circumstances and recorded
in the Journals.* But the love-story between Raingo's son,
Geoffrey, and Delphine's sgter is forced and uninteresting.
Even Delphine's character with her external cam and
cadess indifference concealing a morbid tendency to
melancholy and hysteria is hardly convincing. Probably
the most interesting figure in the "private" sde of Raingo's
lifeis that of his wife Adela. In the picture of this sdfish
patrician, unable and unwilling to understand her husband,
childish (her mind "has not developed snce de was

Y11, p. 107.
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eighteen"l and is "continually darting to and fro"?),
incapable of running ahome, unpunctual, badly dressed and
aperfect snob, but, with all that, having unexpected dignity,
active and possessed of undeniable "authority"*—the
novelist has produced a highly individualized character—
thoroughly unpleasant, yet not contemptible. Our last
sight of he—dead under the wrecked car with the head-
lights burning on like funeral tgperd—is unforgettable. She
Is probably the one woman in Raingo that we do remember.

It is with the "public" life of Raingo that the critic is
chiefly concerned. The novel will aways be of interest
mainly asasatirical and realistic study. Bennett had aready
been attracted to this kind of theme. Asearly as 1894 he had
composed a " political skit" which caused one of his friends
to describe the author as "the scorpion sting of cabinet
ministers'. The Satue, as we have seen’ may in away be
considered as a first draft of Raingo in its political scenes
But it is to Raingo what The Grand Babylon is to Imperial
Palace. Bennett had to collect first-hand experience of the
milieu he wanted to describe before he could sit down to a
really serious piece of work. It isinteresting to note that he
acquired this experience at two very different dages of his
life. First in 1918 when he was Director at the Ministry of
Information under Lord Beaverbrook. It suffices to read
A Canadian Banquet and chiefly The Greatest Moment in
Thingsthat have Interested Me> to reglize that some of the best
things in the book were observed and duly registered at

p- 9L
3p.9
p. 5
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this period. All these delightful traits (Trumbull's lectures
on gardens, Raingo ordering generas about, his relations
with the War Office, etc.) are connected with the inside
organization of aMinistry which he of course had been able
to study at leisure. It should dso be noted that he was at the
time obsessad by the way in which "honours® and "titles"
were being conferred, as his play, The Title, performed in
1918, well shows. But it is remarkable that he did not then
attempt to write Raingo, that he did not even, as it seems
conceive the novel. He only knew the skirts or fringe of his
subjects.  He had not yet probed the core—the mind of
politicians—which of course was not of easy access Butin
1923, with his ripening friendship for Lord Beaverbrook,
came an opportunity. We know that he was on severd
occasons invited to Cherkley and that there he met Austen
Chamberlain, Lord Birkenhead, Mr. Churchill and Mr.
Lloyd George as well as Bonar Law®. Moreover, Lord
Beaverbrook was ever ready, in the course of private con-
versations, to supply him with the information he needed,
and even undertook to revise the "political' ' parts of his
book,? observing, in the very words of Andy Clyth, that
he was showing him "hell with the lid off"*; to these
opportunities Bennett was indebted for some of the most
strikingly redlistic pages of his novel.

His ministers form indeed a fine and life-like gallery of
portraits: Lord Ockleford, urbane and mgestic, Sid Jenkins,
genial and dangy, Hasper Clews, shy and melancholy, the
Colonia Premier in military uniform. It is essy to detect

!{_ettersto HisNephew, pp. 99 and 109.
2Journdls, 111, p. 108,
%_ettersto His Nephew, p. 109.
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connections with each of these and well known political
figures. With Tom Hogarth Mr. Winston Churchill
spontaneoudly identified himself.! Andy Clyth, the Prime
Minister, is a subtle, frank, almost cynical though not
unsympathetic picture. With the two strains in his nature,
Scotch and Irish, Bennett cleverly connects the various
agpects of his personality: his energy, love of power and
dictatorial instincts, hisenvy, his puritanical leanings on the
one hand; on the other, his charm and wizardry, hissilvern
voice and gift of oratory, his insincerity, his cynicism, his
theatricality, his indolence, and moments of deep-lying
mysticism.

But though Raingo isfull of admirable character studies,
though it contains scenes of pure comedy (such as Raingo
pleading his weak heart to obtain a peerage) which are not
unworthy of Moliere; though it can aso boast of brilliant
pessages of devastating satire (Raingo refusing to receive a
sdary, the Induction, etc.) it lives as anovel chiefly, if not
solely, through the character of the protagonist himself.
The autobiographical element is here paramount. Raingo's
situation and entanglements may have been borrowed
from various politicians; some agpects of his personality or
his career (his connection with the Press, etc.) may have
been added from other sources; the fact remains that Raingo
is pre-eminently Bennett—the real Bennett, both what he
was and wanted to be—and this fact gives admirable life
and unity to the picture. No other character in the novelsis
fullet of infectious energy and gusto. Physically heismiddle
sized with a tendency to stoutness and a desire to be slim;
remarkable for his ties, and assuming a military carriage.

Yournals 111, p. 175.
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On the moral sde what a fine animal; realigic, cynical,
proud, with a genius for chicane, a passon for organization
(he "organizes' even hiswifé's funeral!) and an indomitable
inginct to fight; but also, and this is the other sde of the
picture, sy, nervous, a poor gesker, mystical to the point
of superdtition and credulity, and childishly romantic. "It
was a wonderful moment” when he got the station-
master to stop the train on purpose for him by ®howing the
telegram he had received from the Prime Minister. Full of
naive, excited pride. A schoolboy. Nay, a very "school-
girl".! A true conqueror, plucky though shy, high-strained
and calculating, enthusagtic yet cool-headed. Besde him
Meredith's Victor Radnor fades to the limbo of flagrant
unrealities. His white waigcoat is no match for Raingo's
tie. Hissuooeses in busness and politics, even hisfortune
become improbable, problematic. For Meredith is no
Radnor or rather Radnor is too like Meredith. But in
Raingo the autobiographical dement is no obdade He is,
if not all that Bennett was, at leas all he would have wished
to be politician, minister, press magnate, publicity expert,
hotel proprietor, owner of big dores—a fighter and a
dreamer. He is the Card delocalized. He is the ideal
Bennett.

The conception of most of Bennett's great novels (The
Old Wives Tae Raingo and even Riceyman Steps) can be
traced back through various gages or half-hearted attempts
to an early period which is sometimes sparated by severa
years from the time of actual compostion. This remark
applies pre-eminently to Imperial Palace. By the beginning
of 1927 he had made up his mind to write a "big" novel

p-74.
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about hotels—serious, this time.* Only three years before
he had "been taken all over the secret parts of the Savoy
Hotel? and we can safdly admit that the germ of the "big"
novel was dready deposited in his mind. In fact, it had
aways been there. It is scarcely an exaggeration to date
that hotels and big shops seem to have been an inborn idea
with Bennett. "The fact was that he was aways strongly
attracted by the spectacle of the organization of any large
commercial establishment and he considered that, in this
respect, department stores were the nearest rivals of the big
hotels'.®> These words which might serve as an epigraph
to Imperial Palace are profoundly true not only of the hero
but of the author. As early as 1911 Bennett was writing in
exactly the same key "l have ever been a devotee of hotels
and once indeed wrote a whole book about one. My
secret ambition hes aways been to be the manager of a
Grand Hotel".* The connection between The Grand
Babylon Hotel (1904) and Imperial Palaceisindeed obvious
and will have again to be referred to. But the evidence of
Bennett's keen interest in the possibilities of the big hotel
from the practical and literary points of view is evidenced
by scores of references scattered throughout his novels
(Sacred and Profane Love, The Regent, Buried Alive, etc.)—
sometimesin the most unexpected places. "Hotels! Therelll
be more money and more fun to be got out of Hotels soon
than of any other kind of enterpriseintheworld!" exclams
George Cannon in Hilda Lessways.” Hereis struck the old

Y _etterstoHisNephew, p. 187.
2lb., p. 115.

I mperial Palace, Chap. LVIII.
“Thae United States, p. 117.
°P. 734.
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familiar note of "fun and money", so common in The Card
who delights, as many of Bennett's heroes, in making money
in away which is not only interesting but an actual source
of genuine amusement. However his interest in the hotels
s to have sprung from deeper and mc,re disinterested
motives. In The Big Shop' he strove to demonstrate that
Big Stores (and of course Hotels) were "a tonic and stirrer
of imagination”, that they contained as much poetry as
"the marts of old—Tyre, Sidon, Rome, Venice". But it is
to Paris Nights that we must turn if we want to find in its
extreme form Bennett's aesthetic vision of the modern hotel.
The section entitled Switzerland and dated 1909-1911 is a
dender collection of notes (about twenty pages) purporting
to establish, with special reference to Swiss scenery, that the
big modern hotel far from spoiling the beauty of alandscape
completes and enhances it as well as ruins or ancient archi-
tecture. Before we pess judgment on "the hotel on the
landscape” pleads Bennett "we must imaginatively reaise
what it isand what it means'. With the help of imagination
and alittle training we may s in it not a desecration, but
aconsecration. "l saw it in the mass rising in an immense
irregular rectangle out of afloor of snow and a background
of pines and firs. Its details had vanished. What | saw was
not a sies of parts, but the whol e hotel as one organism and
entity. Only its eight floorswere indicated by illuminated
windows, and behind those windows | seemed to have a
mysterious sne of its lifts continually ascending and
descending. The apparition was impressive, poetic, amost
overwhelming. It was of a piece with the mountains. It had
simplicity, severity, grandeur. It wasindubitably and mov-
*Things that have I nterested Me, I 1 1, p. 217.
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ingly beautiful." Thus can we learn to "obsrve sym-
pathetically the physognomy of grand hotds, and to dis-
cover a new ource of aegheic pleasure’. We are at once
reminded of those passges of the novel in which Bennett
endeavours to convey the "romance' and the "beauty" of
some aeds of the Imperial Palace at certain privileged
hours. These early notes contain something of the aeshetics
round which the whole book was built up.

They amply auffice at any rate to illusrate the keen and
life-long interest which Bennett took in this gpeda form of
modern civilization which has so often been criticized or
denounced both for its pretengons to luxury and its 9ze—
the expensve "palace' hotel. |If Bennett did not write
earlier a "big srious novel" on this subject the reason is
that with the Grand Babylon shocker he had madeit difficult
for himsdlf to attempt at once the same theme in a different
key. He had shat his bolt too soon. But with the develop-
ment of tourigtic activities after the Armistice, and espedially
when the films and a number of contemporary noves had
cregted a literary interest in the " Grand Hotel" Bennett
was in honour bound to give a worthy expresson of the
theme which had so long haunted him and of which hewas
atrue pioneer. In oneyear (Segptember 1929-July 1930) he
wrotel mperial Palace.

For the true hero of the novel is the Hotel itsdf; every-
thing is made subordinate to it. The plot is conceved s0 as
to display in the most natural but also in the most exhaudive
manner the various ddes of the many activities in the life of
the huge concern. The general manager and vice-presdent
of the board of the Hotel (Evelyn Orcham) takes the
daughter of a millionaire and the millionaire himself round
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the wonders of the Imperial Palace, which gives oppor-
tunities for the description of the Hotel at 4 am., the
Smithfidd market, and the kitchens of the retaurant. The
millionaire's daughter, having served her purpose, with-
draws temporarily to Paris and leaves Evelyn free to attend
an important meeting of shareholders and negotiate suc
cedfully a merger which inceasss his means of action
without diminishing his influence; the financial ssxres of
hotel organization are thus revealed. Meanwhile Evelyn
takes an interest in one of his employees Violet Powler,
who is removed from the Laundry department to the
exalted postion of housskegper and is first taken round the
place by the "panjandrum” himself who disdoss to her
(and to ug) theinner mygeriesor "bowes' of thehotel. Here
occurs an incident which is treated at length and ssms to
carry us away from the hotel world: Gracielures Evelyn to
Paris and to her flat where heisvilely ssduced. The episode
is treated with remarkable subtlety and insgdious ssnsuous
nes Butin fact it isonly a pretext for a further display of
Imperial Palace omes While indulging his liaison in Paris
Orcham has been guilty of neglecting his hotel wher e things
have gonefrom bad towor se: themanager of theGrill Room
has disappeared, the chief houskesper isill, etc.; the whole
place is disorganized. However, he soon puts everything to
rights after a sies of technical and picturesque snes in
which he again shows his mastery over both the guets and
the gaff. And he finally marries Violet Powler, the house-
keeper, as contrary to Gracie who would have been a
liability, she has proved an as in the running of the hotel.

The characters aswell as the plot are meant to fit in with
the general conception. Bennett boeds that there are as
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many as eighty-five, though 1 can make out only about
forty that are ddineated with some care and precison.
The power required for this act of creation is remarkable.
But the great majority of thee characters Long Sam the
porter, Craddock the meat-buyer, MacLaren and
O'Riordan the"houskepas Oldham the valet, Adolphe
the receptionit, Maddix the cocktail-mixer, Planquet the
chef, Plimsing the detective, Immerson the publicity agent,
Cousin the manager, ec., only exig through and for their
dutiesin the big hotel organization. They areindividualized
by their functions, and are chiefly meant to display or illus-
trate them. In fact there are only four charade's in the
novel. Sr Henry Savott and Graciearealegacy of the Grand
Babylon, Sr Henry being a scarody modified verson of
Theodore Racksole, but Nella Racksole is only a very
rough copy of Gracie In the picture of this capricous
unscrupulous patrician Bennett has introduced some new
touches supplied by his wider experience and the change
brought in human psychology by thirty years of unprece-
dented progress and world transformation. There is some-
thing of "the woman who gde everything" and aso of
Lady Queenie Paulle in Gracie. But e is subtler, more
feminine and glowingly snsuous more expert in the art of
attracting and holding off the male; perhaps a mystic at
heart unless she merely happens to be a blue-stocking; on
the whole frankly unpleasant. One cannot sy sheis a gold
digger snce she owns colossal wealth; Donna Juana, Evelyn
dubs her after some intimate acquaintance, and this sounds
a pretty good description of her; but on the whole | prefer
that of Jack Craddock, the meat-buyer—a fine morsd but
"a bit too tagty".
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Violet Powler is a busness woman, without education,
but endowed with inteligence, energy, concealed charm and
snuounes  She is a kind of glorified Alice Challice.
Evelyn isthe one original creation in the way of characters.
This son of a Cusoms Ingpector after an early marriage
which proved brief and unhappy has managed to rise to the
top of his professon and to reach the age of forty-seven
without any real sentimental experience his relation to the
daff and cusomers his entire devotion to the hotel have
induced in him a habit of continual represson which is not
unknown to readers of Bennett's novels. He has never been
in apub in hislife. Heiscold, dignified, shy and respectable
like a perfect butler. He is of course dever and adute at
need. He is one fourth Denry Machin and three fourths
Edwin Clayhanger. But essentialy a bourgeois, living in a
rut of effidency and respectability. Will Gracie succeed in
sriking from thisflint a gpark of passon, a flame of physical
love? For one moment only; the fire will soon moulder
back to warmish ashes

If the plot and even some of the charactersrecall the Grand
Babylon Hotel the reation of the technique is to The Old
Wives Tale. With indefatigable patience and endless pains
Bennett has undertaken to display the life of the great bee-
hive, sometimes in its mog minute details The energy
which in The Old Wives Tale was usad to embrace a long
period of time is here expended over a large ae and a
multiplicity of characters. Bennett sucoesds as no one had
before him in revealing to usthe humour of hotel life(Mrs.
Harbour's disapproval of the Rajah's harem), its luxury
(Voalivia), itstechnical perfection (Laundry), itspicturesque-
nes (Bowds, Smithfield), its tragedy (Crime, Tessa), even
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its poetry and beauty. Bennett has indeed tried hard and
on more than one occason succeded in trandating the
aeshdics of Paris Nights into words and facts he has en-
dowed with beauty some of the most technical descriptions
of hisnovel: the hotel at 4 a.m., the dectric lamps burning
"with the goical endurance of organisms which have
passed beyond time into eternity”, while the great hall
"sEmsto lit under an enchantment™; the vison of the nun
among the carcases of Smithfield "handsjoined in front,
g/es downcas, a drange, exotic vistant from another
sphere'; Planquet coming back from his " enormous open
fire" with ajolly smile, "as cool as an explorer returning
from the Arctic zone' —to such sienes the wor d poetry can
rightly beapplied, asthewor d poet to themind who caught
and found words for his vison of them.

For all that, it may well be aked whether the theme was
wor th so much labour, so much industry, so much talent—
whether even genuine flashes of genius can raise it to the
gandard of highest literature. In Imperial Palace Bennett
has st thewor dsof the Grand Babylon librettotothe mighty
musc of The Old Wives Tale. But the musc cannot en-
tirely obHteratethewords. In The Old Wives Talethrough
the meanes details of everyday life, we could detect the
sruggle of beauty and age going on, we could fed the beat-
ing of the pulse of time. The average reader cannot help
realizing that the Imperial Palaceis a highly restricted and
artificial world with which he haslittlein common. Heis
not even certain, notwithstanding Bennett's efforts, that it
isaromantic and interesting wor ld. Sometimes perhaps at
rare momentsof the night, like mogt other centres of human
activity. But not otherwise. Let us grant that Evelyn is
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something more than a glorified butler, that he is an artigtic
genius, that, in spite of his forty-seven years of age, he can,
to a girl like Grade, appear a romantic hero. But what of
his subordinates? Are not his houskegpers (of whom we
hear s0 much, too much) fussy busybodies and minxes?
Isnot Cousin a clockwork maching? Ceria, a good-looking
idiot? In spite of the atmosphere of luxury, and of the out-
wardly decorous or refined deportment of all'and sundry
members of the daff, is not the sordidly vulgar, intensdy
commercial outlook visble even through Bennett's en-
thudadic pages? He writes somewhere of the little Parisan
retaurant where Grade and Evelyn had their meal that
"the soene was squalid enough, until you regarded it as
romantic when it ceassd to be anything dse but romantic" .
The same might be said of the Imperial Palace if you do not
(or cannot) regard it asromantic, the sceneissqualid enough.
But to Bennett it wasand remained highly romantic. He
could imagine no worthier theme, he could indulge no
brighter vison. "His secret ambition had always been to be
the manager of a grand hotel". He decided to realize it
before he died, even though he died of it. For Evelyn is
not the real manager of the hotel; the panjandrum is no
panjandrum at all; he has to take his orders from somebody
d= like Cousn and Ceria and all the others Bennett is the
permanent sdf-appointed director of this bright, gilded,
complicated machinery which he delighted in creating.

'Chep. LV, 111
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BY-PRODUCTS

OF the twenty odd plays written by Arnold Bennett
alone or in collaboration, four at leas can grictly be
destribed asby-products. Cupid and Common Sense (1908),
TheGreat Adventure (1913), Sacred and Profane L ove (1919),
Mr. Prohack (1927)' are nothing but adaptations of novels
which at the time when they were prepared for the sage
had, directly or indirectly, sscured a consderable amount
of reputation. They were an extenson or a development of
the original sucessin another phere

These plays can be dealt with in a few words. They are
very different from the novels, but the differences are not
on the whole fortunate. The reader experiences a snse of
dezp disappointment: they ssem coarse and artificial. The
wealth of sgnificant details unobtrusively introduced in the
course of the narratives, the exquiste dovetailing of inci-
dents and subtle psychological uncertainties disappear or
are amplified in the extreme. In The Great Adventure for
ingance Janet (Alice) comes to the house where Farll's
valet has just died, indead of meeting her correspondent
outdde Maskelynés Theatre; she hears of her husand's
aleged bigamy after his real identity has been established,

The first two being stageversons of Anna of the Five Towns and
Buried Alive. Riceyman Steps was also dramatized and performed but
Bennett had nothing to do with the stage version.
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which renders her meek acogptance of the fact common-
place and indgnificant. It would be idle to quarre with
many obvious impoverishments, as severe concentration
was ne=ded to bring the novel to the gage Y et one cannot
help feding that the process has been somewhat brutally
or unnecessarily carried out. Similarly, the change in the
titlesis not always fortunate: one feds in the alteration an
obvious dedre to catch the public fancy at any cod, and
nettle curiosty. The same might be said of the names of
characters which in the plays sometimes become purey
farcical: to alter Alice Challice to the ridiculous Janet
Cannot is to be guilty of a srious fault in tage, an actual
breach of manners Thetroubleisthat Bennett had a very
low conception of the aeshetics of the sage, as we shall have
occason to point out.

I'n this process of dramatic smplification someall-important
incdents are omitted which should never have been allowed
to disappear: two good ingances from The Great Adventure
are the burial s,ene at Westminster which is altogether
cancdled and the Dickengan trial at the end which is
replaced by a friendly discusson in Lord Alcar's library.
Producers should perhaps bear the blame for this, but
Bennett ought not to have yielded. Their timidity is no
excuse for his M or e sious till, in the same order of ideas,
is the softening down of certain episodes (Diaz in Cupid
and Common Senseisno longer a drunkard but a drug-
addict—the presentment of this vice on the dage being |
uppose more refined) and the adjunction of intolerable
"happy endings' which destroy the beauty and the atmos-
phere of the noves thus in Cupid and Common Sense
Willie Beach (Price) ingead of committing suicide comes
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back from America as the fatuous husband of an heress and
isheld up to ridicule, which modifies the very psychological
basis as the contrast gives Ralph Emery (Henry Mynors) a
moral superiority which he was far from possessng in the
novel. These changes are timid concessons to the public
taste and no excuse can be found for them.

At the same time it must be admitted that some soenes are
very neatly trandated into the dramatic form. Thefirst two
acts of Cupid and Common Sense, especially the second which
at times makes one think of Becque's Les Corbeaux, are
strangely effective; aso the second scenein Sacred and Profane
Love is an improvement on the novel. The style is clear,
direct, especialy suited to dramatic effects. Of the four plays
Mr. Prohack has probably least suffered, asthe original novel
was, to begin with, light, unreal and distinctly intellectual.

Among the remaining plays Milestones' stands apart. It
knew commercial as well as literary suoccess and, as we are
informed by the author, earned .£150,000 for the Royalty
Theatre. 1t would seem to be the high dramatic achieve-
ment which for so many years Bennett had been longing
to attain—a monument rather than a milestone on the road
to gage fame. However, on looking at it more closely, it
may be said that Milestones dso is a by-product, though of
infinitely more refined and original anature than the plays
which have just been reviewed. It is a transposition of the
spirit—though not of the letter—of The Old Wives' Tale—
or at least an attempt at working out for the stage something
of theinspiration of the great novel.

1t was started (as The Family) on 13 August 1911, and finished on
the 24th. 1t wasfirst produced in London in March 1912 and published
in thesame month. Theplay waswritten in collaboration with Edward
Knoblock.

213



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

The play opensin 1860 and dosssin 1912—very much as
the Baines narrative. In it the sory of the sruggle between
the old and the new orders of things is told as effectively
and forcibly asin The Old Wives* Tale, while of course it
must be admitted that discontinuity has been subgtituted for
the adamantine continuity of time which gives the book its
power. It would be absurd to press the paralld too far.
There are obvious differences between the novel and
the play. In Milestones the emphags is laid on the conflict
between the three different generations over the quegtions
of money and marriage which are not by any means
prominent in The Old Wives Tale; the tyranny exhibited
by parents and the impassoned revolt of some of the child-
renisrather reminiscent of Clay hanger. M oreover thereisa
democratic, "progress of the gpedes’ atmosphere about the
play which is entirely foreign to The Old Wives Tale.
Wi ith obvious glee the author proclaims and proves that the
sdf-made men (Presce and Richard) are the real forces of
the modern world; that old privileges mugt give way and
that the "aristocratic racket is played out".! Indeed his
stire of arigocracy in the lag act is somewhat forced and
conventional. There occur, here and there, typical Shavian
touches (as for ingance the remark on England's attitude
to genius). The whole play is sesped in a Shavian, Fabian
atmosphere.

Again thetoneof The Old Wives Taleisintensdy srious,
purposely ponderous and implacably dull. But Milestones®
though highly tragical at times, iswitty, brilliant, flippant,
with occasonal flashesof humour which are more akin to

v edlik

2Act | 1. "Geniusss have to be kept in order, like criminals, etc."
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Wildethan to Shaw. Bennett and his collaborator cleverly
manage mos of thex efedts by a dexterous use of the
higorical perspective sometimes the characters sugges as
wild or absurd anticipations things that have now become
everyday redlities ("flying machines'); more often they
exalt aslatest discoveries or daring innovations thingswhich
have now grown commonplace or have even been super-
sded (bathrooms, typidts, iron ships etc.). These details
combined with topical referencesto some of the picturesque
facts of the periods (feminine fashion, the Bacon-Shake-
geare controversy, the Rifle Volunteers, the vogue of
Ouida and the bicycle, William Morris lecturing in his
gable etc.) contribute to keep up the sandard of interest
and amusement. But in The Old Wives Tale Bennett had
scarcdy had recourse to such efects which of course might
easly have been introduced.

The central theme is however the ssme in both works.*
It is the subtle, truly admirable picture of the changes
worked by the lapse of years on the main characers
which lifts Milestones over the mediocrity of the other
plays. John Rhead from an energetic far-seeing busnes
man develops into a tyrannical father and a champion of
old-fashioned methods Samue Sbley from a narrow
timorous young man, into a benignant broad-minded
idler; Emily Rhead from a noble impassoned nature, into
a nob and sodal schemer; Gertrude from afiery romantic,
into an acid inger; Arthur Presce from an apostle of the
sodalig faith, into a disllusoned sceptic. Truethe changeis

IMr.R. A. Sott-James is, | believe, the only critic to have made this
important point in the chapter devoted to Bennett in his Personality in
Literature (Seeker, 1913), p. 174.
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not so pathetic asin The Old Wives Tale wherethevictim
is feminine grace and beauty crushed in the dow implacable
jaws of time. But some of the sage directionsread almost as
pathetic asthe well-known pages at the end of the novel:

Rox and John have both grown very old, Rose being
sventy-three and John ssventy-seven.  Rose has become short-
gghted, white haired and soutish. John has grown a little def;
his hair is thin, his e/es sunken, his complexion of wax, his
features sharply defined. Gertrude follows them, now seventy-
three She has grown into a thin, shrivdled old woman, eret,
hard, with a high, shrill voice and keen dear eyes

We are reminded of Congance trudging on her way to
record her voteagaing Federation. Therealization, through
the power of the sage, could be made almogt as direct and
overwhelming.

In this lies the saoret of the comparative grestness of
Milestones. It has the originality of presenting within the
narrow compass of the gage the chief episodes of the life of
a family soreading over three generations and dosdy
linked with the great national events of thetime—a valuable
hint which M r. Coward (followed by others) fully worked
out in Cavalcade. But the germ of this conception is con-
tained in The Old Wives Tale and this realization is but a
fresh proof of the originality and vitality of the novel.

What the Public Wants (1909), The Title (1918) and
London Life (1924) areplaysof social and political satireand
should be read in connection with The Statue and Lord
Raingo. The first, despite its early date, is by far the best
and contains at the beginning some capital s.enes  The
satire of the sensational press hasnot aged at all and ssamsas
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pointed and up to date as if it had been written yesterday.
Bennett's intimate knowledge of the journalistic world
comes up to best advantage in the opening speeches The
mere list of the religious papers owned and edited by Sir
Charles Worgan reads like a consummate parody which
only an expert could have contrived: Sabbath Chimes,
The Sunday Comrade, The Pleasant Sunday Afternoon Record,
Sunday Tales, The Sunday School Teacher 'sFriend, Golden
Words. The explanation of Sir Charles’ methods is masterly
and expressed with much epigrammatic force. The Daily
Mercury "whips up events to the required standard of
interest”. In fact, "it reads like bread andjam without the
bread". It hes one stock epithet: "amazing". It succeads in
making the least promising topic exciting. Its editor
masterly dters the clumsy title "Are we growing les
spiritual?" which heads an article on religion to "Ought
curates to receive presents from lady parishioners?” The
ethics of the cae are presented in the very title of the play.
"I've only got one principle”, argues Sir Charles. "Givethe
public what it wants. Don't give the public what you think
it ought to want, or what you think would be good for it;
but what it actually does want. . . I'm told | pander to the
passons of the public. | call it supplying a legitimate
demand. When you've been to the barber to be shaved, do
you round on him for pandering to your passons ... I'm a
manufacturer, just like the fellows that sell sogp and flannel;
only a damned sight more honest_"! Of course Bennett
ddes with the Francis and Johns of the play againgt Sir
Charles who in the end is spurned and deserted by the
W(ljman he loves and the very members of his family. But
Actl.
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his dicta are strikingly smilar to the views held by Bennett
himsdf in The Truth about an Author and dsewhere (" An
author is the same thing as a grocer or a duke') and we
uspet him of a sneaking sympathy for this commercial
position. At any rate, as was the cae with Tom Knight
and Henry Shakespearein A Great Man, he holdsthe balance
even between the two ddes of his own nature. The sitire
of the theatrical world contained in the second 7t is weaker,
and the end is far too like a " play with a purpose’ on the
approved lines laid by Brieux, whom Bennett bitterly
criticized but who certainly had no little influence on his
early dramatic development. But the first act is excdlent
and should suffice to save the play from the oblivion which
now sEmsitsfate.

The Title cannot pretend to such power ether in concep-
tion or in syle. The dialogue is marred by far fetched
epigrams after the worse manner of Wilde (" A caue islike
Champagne or high heds and one mug be prepared to
auffer for it," etc.). The play was written in 1918 when
there was much fedling in the country about the composition
of theHonoursList. But it isnot so much a satire of political
corruption (though there are here and there some scathing
passages) as a satire of feminine snobbery in connection
with the granting of titles: M r. Culver's wife and secretary
are ready to desart him if he carries out his (somewhat
vague) intention of declining the title which has been
offered to him.

London Lifehasone effective soenein thefirst act in which
a usurer, on being suddenly confronted by an expert
lawyer, loses his arrogance and isintimidated into accepting
a reasonable settlement of his debt: it isin the begt tradition
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of Becque. But the res of the play, with its pictures of
poalitical and financial corruption, and its occasonal remarks
on theJewish race, is strangdy pointless and inconclusve.
The remaining published plays may be passed over quite
briefly. It is remarkable that the very early Polite Farces'
still read fresh and amusing. The Step-Mother in particular
is an excdlent caricature of the famous lady novelist which
regppearsin 'Sacred and ProfaneLoveand in The Honeymoon.
The latter play (1911) has an original Stuation (owing to a
mystification a ceremony of marriage turns out to be null
and void so that the parties concerned have time to re-
congder the matter and the lady changes her mind) which
however reminds one of Shaw'sGetting Married. Body and
Soul (1922) is an altogether incredible sory which centres
round an alleged trander of personalities The Love Match
(1922) isarough sketch of The Woman who Stole Everything.
The Bright Island (1924) ssams a feeble attempt at political
satire not unlike Shaw's Apple Cart. But two plays of a
totally different type deserve a brief mention: Don Juan de
Marana® and Judith (1919) are attempts in the romantic
presentment of historical legend. There is power and
occasonal subtlety in the ssmsuous descriptions of thesetwo
plays and in the very conception of the some (" general
effect of splendidly attired groups in brilliant illumination
againg a smple background benesth the heavy myserious

The Sep-Mother, A Question of Sex, A Good Woman. They were

published in 1899 at the request of a publisher who wanted a book of
'polite farces' which could be acted in adrawing-room with aminimum
of requisites:

"For myself | have dispensed with the trestles, the boards and the
passon___. Theonly apparatus necessary is ordinary existence, ordinary
furniture and a single door for entrance and exit." (Preface.)

Published in 1923 but composed in 1912.

219



A STUDY OF ARNOLD BENNETT

shadows above them™ ). But the handling of biblical diction
in Judith isintolerably burlesque and Don Juan continually
verges on the melodramatic (" 1 am as sSncere as death it-
«df* ... "You arelog but | will love you in hell," etc.).
These two plays, with Sacred and Profane Love, are the
extreme limits of Bennett's excursons into purely romantic
literature.

What he lacked to produce the dramatic’ masterpiece
which he so longed to achieve was a sufficiently high notion
of drama itsdf. " My aim in writing plays whether alone
or in collaboration has always been drictly commercial.”
It is true that he later qualified this satement by adding
that, after Cupid and Common Sense, all his plays were
written "for artigic pleasure’. Yet we know that he
never lavished much labour on them. They were mostly
written within two or three weeks. " | would sooner write
two playsthan anovd; the techniqueis crude; the emotional
grain lower". It is grange that this so patient artis where
the novel was concerned should have entertained such a
notion of dramatic art. The peculiar importance of technical
effects in the drama blinded him to the necessity of literary
excdlence. His beg noves he handled ignominiously when
he adapted them for the gage. Thus it is that, with all his
exceptional qualifications for the task, he left us merely one
original play—Miletones—and a fragment of powerful
satire—What the Public Wants.

Bennett dassfied under the heading "Bdles Lettres' all
his non-fictional or non-dramatic works. If somewhat
vague the name is convenient and unpretentious. But it has
the disadvantage of including books of the mos hetero-
geneous characters such as literary criticism, impressons
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of travel, miscdlaneous essays and those extraordinary
" pocket philosophies’ for which | can find no other name
than that attributed tothem by theauthor, or at least by the
publisher with his consnt. It may be thought unfair to
treat Bennett as a philosopher and he would probably (save
perhaps at the very end of his career, in his" savour of life"
moods) have disdaimed such an appellation. In 1920 he
wrote with disarming humility "As for method, | have
none. | am entirely incapable of organized research. |
adore particulars . .. | have no exact knowledge on any
subject whatsoever"

We find indeed no sysematic expostion of general ideas
in any of his works. The pamphlet entitled Liberty: A
statement of the British case" (1914) isa superficial piece of
journalism, purporting to review the events which culmi-
nated in theworld war. We gather from a number of odd
artides or utterances” as well as from the general trend of
hiswork that he was an agnogtic who believed in evolution
and in human perfectibility: " My dogma is that, in its
broadest aspect, the movement of evolution is from some-
thing worse to something better”. Spencer, Lyell and
Darwin he lavishly quotes throughout his works, and he
conggently gave himself as an optimist. One dde of his
bdiefs he was however never tired of emphasizing: the
negative or anti-religious 9de. " | mysalf never felt within
me the operation of a religious inginct,” he wrote in The
Religious| nterregnum, and, in My Religious Experience, he

'Our Women, pp. 9-10.

*Things that have Interested Me; | % nd%Theetra Rops, The
Leegue of Nations) I11 (The Passng of the Puritans, My Religious

Experience); The Savour of Life (Elnstemfor the tired); The Religious
Interregnum(l929)
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dates that he "very soon became indifferent to all the forms
and rites of dogmatic religion" owing chiefly to "the
cautious, agnostic and sdf-sufficient bent" of his mind.
The widest moral, religious and intellectua toleration
was with him a natural consequence of this genera
attitude. Politically, asiswell known, he had dwaysbeen a
socidist.

Al thisisperhaps clear and definite but doesrot constitute
a very precise claim to originality as a thinker. What
Arnold Bennett termed his "philosophies’ is a curious
collection of about a dozen books to which the word
"practical psychology" should more accurately be applied.
They can be divided into two quite distinct groups.

The first includes The Reasonable Life (1907)!, How to
live on 24 hoursa day (1907), The Human Machine (1908) and
Self and Saf Management (1918). They alone were speci-
fically described as "philosophies’. They are in fact col-
lections of short articles emphasizing the possibility and the
necessty for each individual to discipline his mind in
order to achieveworldly success "Bi g, strong vital thinking
is contained in these pages—thoughts that make a man
reach up to his highest sdf. For many a reader a chance
encounter with this book may be the first sep on the road
to success’. Thus runs the jacket of one of these "philo-
sophies’ which displays the additional incentive of a
singularly repulsive picture of the author as an embodiment
of that wordly success which is proffered to the reader.
Well may we believe that the sde of these volumes was
important and that they were the cause of an extraordinary
voluminous correspondence, as Bennett boasted in a some-

'Reprinted in 1912 asMental Efficiency.
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what ineffective reply to the charge of " pot-bailing".*
It is enough to promise a definite practical result—whether
the cure of physical ailments, charms, talismans or racing
tips—to obtain the possbility of large commercial ucoess
What isremarkableisthat Bennett wr ote these books (with
the exception of the lagz which is amost empty of any
definite ideas or principles) before he himself had become
really famous He was in the postion of the tattered
mountebank who offers to sl for a shilling the magic
gone which trangnutes lead into gold. As soon as he had
actually become a very succesful man, the " philosophies'
sopped. He had no longer any secret to impart, though
fresh editions of the old manuals appeared in profuson.
The gig of the philosopher's teaching is this. we should
both learn to sudy and to depise our mind. Themind is
"but an exterior ingrument like the tongue or foot"; its
musdes can be trained and developed by appropriate
gymnagtics  Or rather the brain is a machine which should
be kept well diled and fed with the right fue but which is
purely material and from which we can demand without
pity or relaxation the maximum output for an almost
continuous period of time. We mug learn to control the
mind; we can tyrannizeover it; asamatter of fact we should
never leaveit " idle, undirected, maderless to play at random
like a child in the dreds after dark™. By a due amount of
concentration we can sscure a full control of our mind.
We should not say "give us more brains God" exclaims
Bennett, sadly misquoting Meredith, but rather " give us
power to keep in order what brains we have'. Thus will
each man beableto say every morningasheriss” | amthe

The Savour ofLife. Preface.
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mager of my brain!" One could mugser endless objections
to such a proposition. The mind of the artist in particular
finds its mogt refined and power ful ingpirations in moments
of apparent idleness but not only the mind of the artig; in
amog any professon a process of mental relaxation is
necessary to recruit the minimum of intellectual freshnes
and initiative which is indigpensable to the carrying on of
any form of human activity, commercial on otherwise.
Bennetts theory is the misaken notion of an overworked
journalist suffering from chronic insomnia. It is however
interesting to note the extreme rational postion taken by
Bennett in matters of literary production. Heis at the anti-
podes of the surrealig tendencies which urge that the free
unhampered almogt unconscious activity of the mind can
alone produce literature of human value and interest.

But it is not necessary to have recourse to such daborate
arguments to expose the inanity of Bennett's sysem. His
belief in the infinite capacity for work of the human mind
may bevery finein theory; let usgrant that the brain issuch
amachine. What difference doesit makein practice? W hat
practical means of controlling it does Bennett give us? And
to what new taks should we apply it to bes advantage?
Theanswer of the manualsis ridiculoudy inadequate. If you
want to control your mind, to " get the lag ounce of power
out of the machin€', you musg " concentrate”; do not read
pape's in the trams or trains, keegp always thinking about
something; get up earlier in the morning; keep adiary (and
consequently go to bed later at night); don't play tennis.
And when you have thus acquired a marvelous instrument
and plenty of lesure to use it, what can you do? Well, for
ingance, you may read AuroraLeigh; or for want of another
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exerdse, "why don't you walk out of your house door, in
your dippers, to the nearest gas lamp of a night with a
butterfly net, and observe thewild life of common and rare
moths that is beating about it, and co-ordinate the know-
ledge thus obtained and build a supergructureon it, and at
lagt get to know something about something?' No wonder
thereaderswrote and asked for supplementary infor mation
and advice. *

Thessoond group indudeswor ks' which deal rather with
the"art of living", the bes way of avoiding unpleasantness
in every day reations by means of psychological tact and
underganding. Bennett recommends " an organized effort
to increase happiness'. His principles are not by any means
as challenging as in the previous indances and few will
disagree with the advice he gives. Thefirst requirement for
a happy intercourse with our fellow-beings, urges Bennett
characterigtically, isimagination by which ismeant a" sym-
pathetic exerdse of imagination” that isto say the capacity
to "put onedf in ancther person's place’. It is equally
important not tojudge or to rush to moral condusons as
to the doings of others. This, he daims, can very well be
achieved by a gern exercise of the willpower. We can here
recognize the attitude of the realigtic noveist eager to sup-
press his own fedings s0 as to describe and interpret his
characters without being disturbed by his own sentimental
reactions. In brief you should "regard yoursdf as a free
agent, and the others as puppets of determinism.” These
principles hold good as regards the all-important problem

TheFeast of St. Friend, 1911 (reprinted asFriendship and Happiness);
How to Make the Best of Life, 1923; The Plain Man and his Wife, 1913;
(reprinted asMarried Life, 1916); Our Women, 1920. Seealso Thingsthat
havelnterested Meand The Savour of Life, passim.
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of the reations between man and woman, hushand and
wife. Here imagination, the power of conceiving one-
sdf in another dtuation (in this cae the dStuation of a
creature belonging to another sex which makes it doubly
difficult) ismorethan ever needed. Heretoo isthe " suppres
gon of moral indignation" highly desrable. In Our Women,
asalready noted, Bennett has given usa subtle pictureof the
development of a quarrd first from the man's, secondly
from the woman's point of view, and shown us how the
lack of thee two qualities lead to catasrophes which
imagination and will power can easly avoid. But even
with thee the everlasting "discord between the sxes'
which isone of the fundamental antinomies of life can never
be entirely diminated. Nor is it desrable that it should.
The duet must neds also be a dud; the sex-discord may be
the most exasperating thing in exisgence, but it is by general
agreement the most delightful and the most interesting” .*

So much for married people; as for those who are not
legally bound to each other, they cannot be too careful.
Before doing anything rash every young man should
"dedde if heisready for love"; he should place the girl to
whom he is attracted in prosaic drcumdances to s if his
love will gand it; in fact (though Bennett does not say it)
he should read Sendhal and realize that love is a proocess of
uccessve crydallizations which may or may not belasting.
Jud asthereare marriages of reason, there should be™ court-
ships-of reason” .

All thisis eminently sensble perhaps too much s0. The
trouble is not that the ideal of life thus expressed with its
petty recommendations about food, drink, desp, house

'‘Our Women, p. 4
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keeping, money, isterribly bourgeoisand terre-h-terre, but
rather that it isterribly evident. Bennett fedsit and more
than once apologizes for his "excursons into the obvious'.
"Thisis platitudes” he pleads, " but the value of platitudes
is condderable” And he proceeds gravely to explain that
oneof thebet meansof " makingthebes oflife" iscarefully to
avoid worry. Hecould well be apologetic. One would not
blamehim for havingwritten thoseartideswhen hecourted
publicity and needed money. There can be no excuse for
his republishing them when he was a rich and famous
man.

His autobiographical writings' have been studied dse-
where and it has been duly noted that they wer e conspicuous
for their impartiality, for this" suppresson of moral indig-
nation" which he so dogmatically recommended. His
impressons of travel are often fresher and more intimate
than theentriesin hisprivatediaries. ParisNightswhigh con-
tains records of his gays in Paris, London, Italy, Nice and
Monte-Carlo, Fontainebleau, Switzerland, the Midlandsis
probably the most remarkable of these - The war impres-
gons in Over There are somewhat didactic and emotional.
Those United States betraysintense sympathy for American
efficdency qualified by national pride and artigtic scruples.
The Log of the Vel sa contains good descriptionsof Holland,;
Mediterranean Scenesdedswith theNear Eagt; while Things
that have InterestedMe (11 and 111) include vivid impressons
of Portugal and Spain.

A man of wide experience and eminently wise in the
conduct of most of his private affairs, it cannot be said that
Bennett has succesded in communicating the secret of his

"The Truth about an Author, Journals, Letters.
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wisdom, or even meredy his "gudo', his alleged keen
enjoyment of life, to his readers Charles Lamb or even
uch a practical failure as William Hazlitt were infinitely
mor e ucoessul. Bennett's essays are clever, well-wor ded,
but dry, unconvincing, inconcdusve. In his " philosophies’
at any rate he reveals himsdf in a particularly sniger light.
Heisno Montaigne, heisno Bacon. A mongrel, a sort of
Americanized aoss between thetwo. Or even worse. He
is guilty of "Irish devdopments' in which he cautioudy
juggles with platitudes and takes great care not to commit
himself to definite opinions. His prose then reads like a good
schoolboy's essay with an ambitious subject, a dearth of
idees and a dedre to fill a s number of pages At his bes
lucid and brilliantly sensble, Bennett has permanently
ruined his daims as an essyig by publishing and republish-
ing thexe very inferior pages

One could not sy the same of his postion as a literary
critic. It may not be one of the highest but it is sscure and
on the whole original. From the first he was a reviewer:
"thefirg article | ever ingnuated into a London daily was a
review". For many years between 1895 and 1900, in the
columnsof Woman and The Academy hewas pre-eminently—
if not solely—a reviewer. Moreover he was a good reviewer
from the editorial point of view—a marked wuoces in this
branch of the professon. A. R. Orage wrote in an un-
published letter " As a contributor | found him admirable.
He was prompt. His notes were always timely and bright
and he never complained (s most contributors do) of the
res of the paper”. One might almog be tempted to bdieve
that Bennett was first and foremog a critic who for various
reasons was attracted to fiction.
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Thisview however would be entirely mistaken. Though
he began with reviewing and never quite gave it up, Ben-
nett's literary criticism is essentialy a by-product in the
snee that its weight and value are closdy connected with
his eminence asa novelist. It is about novels and authors of
novels that he wrote his only important criticism; and this
lar gely owing to hisintimate knowledge of the imaginative
and technical agpects of novel-writing.

Thisiswell ssan in his criticism of the drama, though he
had practised play-writingand knew thewor |d of the dage
well. In his various artides on the subject’ he revedls a
dose underganding of the conditions of the sage he
knows if the price of sstsis or isnot too high, if the rents
of the houses are not excessive, if themanagersareor are
not out of pocket; he subs the actors for ther inaudible
articulation, and the critics (in particular A. B. Walkley, his
bite noire, who reminds one of his M cQuoid in What the
Public Wantsand of hisM r . I pple) for their mealy-mouthed
criticism or superdliouseffrontery. He can even occasonally
give most merited censure to playwrights—as in the case of
thee grosdy over-rated authors Brieux and Rostand—or
pay afine penetrating tribute to Becque, but on the whole
his dramatic criticism is desultory and disappointing. The
reason is that to him the technique of the sage was " crude
and ample’; that plays were much ease to write than
novels " because they are shorter and rely on the convincing-
nes of the actors, while the novelist has to bear "a much
mor e severe emotional srain”. As has already been hinted
it was this low, somewhat commercial conception of

lSeechiefly Booksand Persons, The AuthorsCraft, Milestones (Pr eface),
Thingsthat have InterestedMe(1 1 and111), The Savour of Life.
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dramatic art which was probably reponsble for his failure
asadramatidt: thisgreat realis would not take thetroubleto
write a realigic comedy. His value as a dramatic critic was
smilarly affected.

His criticism of critics is a0 very inadequate.  While
professng great admiration for the works of Bayle, Sainte-
Beuve and Taine, he found that Hazlitt "though very
readable’ lacked learning and " grasp of lifeé'— in brief that
"he did not know enough". As for the contemporary
critics of what he terms the "professonal squad”| he dis
mises them with amusng but highly unconvincing non-
chalance The fact of the matter is that in writing about
fellow-critics he is dosesssd by the alleged superiority of
"the creative artit"; what they write "samply makes
creative artigs laugh” > How can those who merely read
literature possbly judge those who make it? Only Swin-
burne for obvious reesonsfindsgracein his eyes®

It is however hisjudgments of poetry which illustrate
most fully his inability to criticize work other than novels.
Of Wordsworth whom he professed to admire he has
written to very little purpose that he was a " mixture of
Milton and Punch" and that he, Bennett, read him asmuch
for his" unconscioudy funny lines' asfor hispur ple passages
This view might probably have been amusingly developed,
but the examples adduced by Benneit are srangdy in-
adequate. On the death of Swinburne he wrote a colourful
and even moving little esay. But it is full of wrong idess
and erroneous judgments. He daims that Swinburne was

lSainti)ury, Callins, Elton, Raleigh, Herford, Dowden.
Booksand Persons. TheProfesson,
3b., Mallarme, Bazin, Swinburne.
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"no. Victorian" because he shocked some of his contem-
poraries, he urges that "he never connected art with any
form of morals.... He sang. He sang supremdy and that
was't enough for the British PubHc'—thus making of
Swinburne the drict disciple of Art for Art's ske theories
that he never was, even in his preraphadite hey-day. He
reflects further that "if Putney ignored Swinburne, he
ignored Putney. But there is great stuff in Putney for a
poet and | marvel that Swinburne never perceved it and
usd it". We can here discover the root of Bennett's
impotence in matters of poetry criticism. He is dossssd by
the relation between public and author. The Daily Mail
took hardly any notice of Swinburne's death. He "had
written for fifty years and never once moved the nation
sve inimically" with Poems and Ballads. To Benneit's
mind, there must have been something wrong ether with
the poet or the public. And he condudes that "he must
have been born English and in the nineteenth century by
accident” . Indeed, Swinburnehad not " sudied hismarket",
Bennett is blind to the fact that for a poet, at least for a poet
of a certain type, it is a duty to shirk immediate under-
ganding from a wide public, to cultivate a sscret source of
inspiration. Nor areweto wonder when weread esawhere'
that poetry of real merit is aways disposed of eadly " because
there is absolutedly no competition”; and that "the first
duty of a poet isto keep hisfamily and himself in decency”.

In such pronouncements Bennett displays an unfortunate
tendency to cheagp rationalism and middle-dass sensbility
from which to sy the truth he never was quite free. He
reminds one at once of Dr. Johnson (or perhaps Jacob

How to Become an Author.
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Tonson of the Dunciad), M. Prudhomme and Clement
Vautel. Hiswreath on Svinburnesgraveisbut alas well-
meant effort of the poet's ar ch-enemy—the Philistines. But
srangey enough these very defects become unimportant in
his criticism of the novel, or, even, are turned to definite
advantage. The commercial gandpoint which is always
marked in Bennett's critical writings is no such drawback
in the caxe of aliterary form which by itsvery rules depends
on the appeal made on a wide pubhc. The patience and
tenacity required for the writing of long realigtic fiction is
not incompatible with those methods of " clockwork com-
position” or with the "financial inducements' to which
Bennett mor ethan oncereferswith something likeapproval.
After all, it should be remembered that poetsarenot always
good criticsof fiction. When Baudeairewr ote that " a poet
alwayscontainsacritic" hemeant " acritic of poetry” which
smply means that a man should undersgand his trade.
Bennett was of course a very incomplete critic. But this
was partly because he knew his trade as a novelist so well.
And it is precisdy this expert knowledge which confers
undeniable value to hiswork as a critic of fiction.
Thereisno doubt that to him the novel was the highest
form of literature’ He hdd that it was a0 the most
difficult; and hetended tojudge everything by the dandards
of thenovel. Now hisoriginality asa critic doesnot exactly
liein ahighly refined perception of what isgood and bad in
therealm of fiction. Histase, Mrs. Cheston Bennett some-
what uncharitably tells us was " partly baroque, partly
methodigtic”". He had vigorous likes and didikes which he

" There is smething to be sad for the redl preaminence of fiction
asaliterary form". The Author'sCraft, p. 38.
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condgently upheld but which many would refuse to en-
dorse. He condemned George Eliot, Thackeray, Mon-
taigne, Henry James Plato ("a damned unequal author™)
and Meredith. He praised Richardson, Jane Austen, Bos-
well, George Moore, Butler, Taine, Stendhal, Balzac, the
French realigsand the Russan novdiss. Among theliving
he courageoudy defended Conrad, Hardy, Wells, but gave
somewhat excessve praise to Gilchrist, Jacobs Whitten,
Montague. One sugpeds and a careful perusal of the files
of the New Age would probably bear this out, that, at least
asJacob Tonson, he was occasonally apt to give too lavish
praise for external reasons or to attack bitterly books at
which he had taken a fanciful didike. His lack of sympathy
for some writers of the younger school became later quite
obvious. he found it difficult to enjoy Proudt, he read
JoycesUlyssesunder compulsion, hedisapproved of Mrs.
VirginiaWoolf'smethods. It should however be recognized
that in mog of his attacks in Books and Persons he was
courageous and consggent, fair though crue, and that he
not infrequently displayed areal gift for sarcasm and biting
irony egecialy where "popular” writers of so-called
realigic fiction were concerned. After praisng Conrad,
he wrote that if the noveist "was one Pole, Mrs. Corelli
certainly was the other". He has some deadly remarks on
Hall Caine. But his mog typical passage of the kind is
certainly the delightful end to his esssy on Mrs. Humphry
Ward's heroines

| have invented a degtiny for Mrs. Humphry Ward's heroines
It is terrible, and just. They ought to be caught, with therr
lawful male protectors in the 9ege of a great dity by a foreign
army. Ther lawful male protetors ought, before sallying forth
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in a forlorn hope, to provide them with a revolver as a lagt
refuge from a brutal and licentious soldiery: and when things
come to a crigs in order to be concluded in our next, the
revolvers ought to prove unloaded. | admit that this invention
of mine is odious, and quite un-English, and such as would
never occur to a right-minded subscriber to Mudie's. But it
illugrates the mood causad in me by witnessing the antics of
those harrowing dolls.

One of his chief claimsto originality as a critic of fiction
will be the constant minute attention which he pays to
the relation between readers and writers. His obsesson of
the public here gands him in very good stead. One of his
earliest books Fame and Fiction (1901) was a study of the
chief "best sdlers' of the day from this new and somewhat
unexpected point of view. Bennett started with the doubt-
ful proposition that "there is a central virtue in every
popular writer", that success must mean something, or
at least can teach us a lesson, give us a recipe. He thus pro-
ceeded not without some impudence to contrast the reputa-
tions of MissBraddon, Barrie, Charlotte M. Yonge, Rhoda
Broughton, Sarah Grand, Marie Corelli, M. T. Meade,
Slas Hocking, Churchill, with less popular misunderstood
artigs like George Gissing and George Moore in order to
"explain to the minority what the majority likes or dis-
likes'. In thisfirst book he evidenced a tendency to show
himself too lenient, almost obsequious to the public. " The
great publicisno fool. Itishuge and simple and slow in its
mental processes, like a good-humoured giant but it has a
keen snse of its own dignity. ... It resents for ever the
tongue in the cheek, but it can appreciate a great novel".
Later he dlightly altered his tone, complaining that the
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British public is admittedly " wrong, hypocritical, illogical,
and absurd" when refusing to its novdigts a certain freedom
in the treatment of sexual phenomena. But he never dis
cusad the sovereignty of the public. "Le public et une
grandereality" which cannot beignored.*" | should assoon
dream of finding fault with the law of gravity aswith the
public. You are absolute monarch. A horse cannot be
forced to dlink againg hiswill. . . You are, and that is all
thereistoit".? By thus asserting with unknown audacity
the omnipotence of the public Bennett comes across two
important ideas which had not before been dressed. The
firgt is the necessity of a public for an artis—a moral and
not only material necessty. "Artigs like washerwomen
cannot live on one another. If an artig is clever enough
he will usually contrive while pleasng himself to please the
public or a public. It ishisbudnessto do so. If he does not
do 0 he proves himsaf incompetent. Jus as the finite
connates the infinite, so an artist connotes a public. The
tragedy of all the smaller literary periodicals in France is
that the breach between them and the public is complete.
They are unhealthy because they have not suffident force to
keep themsdves alive, and they make no effort to acquire
that force' ® He gesks further of the "contact between
public and artist which is essential to the artitic function” .*
This is no doubt true to a certain extent of the novdist.
Bennett's second discovery which he made early in his
carexr and which he never ceasad to preach is the necessty
of a compromise between the novdist and his public. It

TheAuthor'sCrafts, 114.

2Things that have | nterested Me, V, 45.

*Books and Persons. Literary Periodicals, p. 174.
'The Author's Craft, p. 114.
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was the concluson of Fame and Fiction: " A sncere novel
expressss its author's mind though not all his mind". He
mentions the desrability of "the judicious compromise"
in Howto becomean Author. And in The Author'sCraft he
gave final expresson to this principle " Y ou cannot defy the
public. You can only get round it by ingenuity and guile.
Y ou can only go a very littlefurther than is quite sfe . . .
The artig of genuine vocation knows how to sacrifice
inessentials s0 that he may retain essntialls  And he can
mysterioudy put himsdf into a pot-boiler. ... He can
put into the trappings of the time as much of his eternal
sdf as they will safdy hold".> And he proceads by means
of the example of George Meredith to illustrate the truth
and wisdom of his saying.

But if Bennett respedts his public, if heis ready to com-
promise with it, and never dreams of defying it, he does
not want anyone to gand between his public and him. He
has no patiencefor the short-sghted policy of publishersand
their commercial wiles, their complaints about literary
agents and alleged losess on cheap editions, for " mealy-
mouthed” criticism and log-rolling of any kind. He is
chiefly impatient of circulating libraries which pretend to
etablish a more or les open censorship of puritanical
tendencies by means of the commercial influence they
wield.? He resents the hypocritical commentaries of critics
who like Claudius Clear discover indecency in the frank
reglism of Tono Bungey’ He even questions the nature and
legitimacy of his public. He complains that it condds

The Author's Craft, 113-116.
Booksand Persons, 122-133.
*Books and Persons, p. 85.
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principally of members of the middle-dass, timorous lovers
of the gatus quo, the " dullest dassin England”, who " take
to noves merely as a refuge from their own dullness'. He
appealsfrom them to alarger public, a potential public, the
book-buyers of the future, members of the industrial lower
middle dass who when given a chance chigfly by the
opening of literary bookshops in the provinces, will offer
to the novelist a new and more satifactory market.
Bennett's forte as a critic of fiction is that he gives us also
expert advice from the indde, as to how a novel should be
congructed. Some of hisbooks (How to becomean Author,
The Author's Craft) are didactic manuals purporting to
teach the sres of the trade. They contain besde un-
necessary platitudes much that is interesting and legitimate
—thetheory of novel-writing by amager of realisticfiction.
To be brief, the firs essntia quality of the novdig is
"intensity of vison"? which enables him by means of
observation and imagination, by placing an object " back
into itspas and forward into its future" to " create interest
even where it does not exist".®> The passage on the " strest
accident" at the beginning of The Author 's Craft is offered
as a typical (though not perhaps very fortunate) example
of how this could be done. The "intengty of vison" im-
plies two qualities complete though dehcate realism of
which Tchekhoff and Sendhal are perhaps the most
accomplished magers. True, realigtic presentment is always
the result of a convention but "as the art devdops it finds
mor e and mor e ubtle methods of fitting life to the conven-

Wooksand Persons, p. 76, and Savour of Life, pp. 180-181.
*The Authors Craft, p. 43.
%Journalism for Women.
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tion or the convention to life".! Secondly, charity,
sympathy, pathos which is the divine apanage of Russan
noveigs and more particularly of Dostoevsky.

What Russian novdigs lack, with one exception? is
technique by which Bennett meansless the to him un-
important " ornamentation” of a novel (syle, dialogue,
decriptions) as its congruction or desgn—the creation of
character and the fine tangle of incidents. On the necessty
of technique Bennett ssams to have wavered somewhat. In
1914, under the influence of Stendhal and the Russans he
wrote" Astheyears pass 1 attach less and lessimportance to
good technique in fiction". Balzac and Stendhal scorned
technique, and also Dostoevsky. Maupassant and Flaubert
will not be saved by their technique. Henry Jameswho had
technigue and lacked "intensty of vison" is dead. "I
begin to think that great writers of fiction are by the
mysterious nature of their art ordained to be amateurs' 2

But a little later, when confronted by the exoeses of
young writers, he resumed his former fierce championship
of technique "the English ssem to have a digage for
thorough technical competence in literature. They have
not yet got rid of the Byronic attitude".* " Tolstoi, Dos-
toevsky are great in spite of carelessness... | thank heaven
| have always gone in for technique and The Pretty Lady
and Riceyman Steps are both, in my opinion, jolly well
congructed and done books' .> Techniqueis essntial to the
creation of character which is the heart of a noved—style,

'Booksand Persons, Tchekhoff.

*Turgueniev.

3TheAuthor'sCraft, pp. 49-50.

*Things that have Interested Me, I | , p. 69.
SJournals 11, p. 32.
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invention, originality, sympathy being secondary! A
character has to be conventionalized; you mus sdect traits,
which being smplified and fitted together will leave an
impresson on the mind. Bennett's chief grievance againg
young writers of the modern sthool is their lack of tech-
nique (he even says "their lack of manners'), in composition
and narrative no doubt, but chiefly in creation of character.
Proug, Joyce and Virginia Woolf do not sdet. They are
interested more in deails than in characters They are
"depisars of form and conventionalization”. They "shove
in pell mell what grikes them" and think they are truer to
life, which they are not.” They leave no impresson on the
mind. They give "no complete display of character”.

A very imperfect critic with little inborn tase, occa-
sonally coarse where fiction is not concerned; amusng,
snsble, courageous and very practically minded; a aoss
between Frandsque Sarcey, Faguet and Dr. Johnson with
a dash perhaps of Clement Vautel; such isour final impres-
son of Bennett asa critic. In matters of fiction (which isthe
bulk of his criticism) his mogt irritating defects disappear,
and, through his admirable knowledge of the commercial
Sdeof literatureand his personal ideasabout novel-writing,
he attains an original, aimogt an eminent place. He will be
among the very first minor critics of the twentieth century.

Thingsthat have I nterested Me, 1 1 1, p. 193.
ZJournals | 1 I, p. 54; Things that have Interested Me, I | |, pp. 193-198.
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E wrotein 1901: " My work will never be better than

third-ratejudged by the high gandards, but 1 shall be
cunning enough to makeit imposeon my contemporaries' .
In spite of this terrible prophecy, we leave him with a sure
impresson of grestness From what does it proceed?

Some noveligs have a " message’ which they conscioudy
or unconstioudy deiver; not he. We have sen that he
despised metaphyscs and proclaimed himsaf a materialist
with a belief in human improvement through dow evolu-
tion; he was however always attracted to spiritualisn and
spiritualigtic experiences. Of religion hehad no under ganding
and his hogtility to puritanism was violent. Politically he
was a sndalig with a marked democratic sandpoint and
prudices againg the aristocracy.? Social problems have
left scarcdy any trace in his novels. Heis that rare thingin
English literature: a novelig without a purpose, at least
whose purpose lies entirely apart from the field of his work.
"Pour quel objet ce macon batit-il?"3

His real message if any, would be found in hisinterest in
all forms of efficient activity, in work well and ingenioudy
performed. Also, speaking more generally, in what he

Catalogue, p. 25.
*Things that have Interested Me, |, p. 166 and novels passim.
3A. Chevalley. Leroman anglaisdenotretemps.
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termed himsdf in his later career his enjoyment of "the
savour of life", his zet, gudo, delight in the varying
phenomena of everyday exisence which prompted him to
demand the "lion's share' with something like mercenary
greed, but ao which implied genuine interest and dis-
interesed sympathy for the les attractive or sensational
agpads of life: a dog run over by a bus a drest ome
" The tears of human things were not hidden from him"
Darton asuresus It may bethat an inverted sentimentality
thus occasonally found an expresson and gave its unique
flavour to those passages in his wor k where a dim emotion
can be guesd at, where sympathy or admiration is dis
played about some of the most commonplace ageds of
life. Cheap sentimentalism he early controlled and sifled,
ashesnsd in it areal danger, not only human, but artigtic,
"Hilda hated sentimentalism; she could not sand such
talk" . " Thebrain isalways morekind than the heart. The
brain always does the difficult, unsdfish thing and the heart
always does the facile, showy thing" . Education and artistic
condence alike prompted this rationalistic attitude of
represson or suppresson—mutilation as M. Tillier would
have it. But the heart took refuge in the sentimental
description of ugly, unpleasant soenes Snce essy enthusi-
agn over the beautiful apeds and pathetic moments of
life was drictly forbidden. He found-romance in monsy,
romance in seson tickets, romance in all that was not
naturally andaypwedly romantic. Wliile he was exasperated
by the picuresgueness of Moret® he delighted in crowds,

'Hilda Lessways, p. 568 (M cthuen's edition of the Clayhanger Trilogy).
*The Human Machine, p. 146.
%Life and Letters. January 1929. Notes.
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dreds mediocrity. "I know not why | find an acrid
pleaesure in thus beholding mediocrity, the average the
everyday ordinary asit is, but 1 do. No Museum in Amster -
dam, The Hague or Haarlecht touched me o nearly as the
town of Schickham which after all | suppose | mus have
liked".* In one of the very few poems which he attempted
to write he has with apparent sincerity, described the same
attitude:

For mearural pond isnot more pure
Nor more pontaneous than my city sewer ?

His sne of the wonder_oflife was such, his gusto, his
relish of exigence 0 keen that the leag promising themes
became exciting to him. He thus shared in the wide sym-
pathy, the Christ-like charity of mind which hefound in his
bdoved Russans What a wonderful gift for a realigic
novdist! It may bethat he exerdsad it alittle too often and
omewhat indiscriminately. There is a disquieting article
callected in thefirg volumeof Thingsthat havel nterestedMe
in which he records an incident during his traves in
Portugal. While visiting the coag near Mount Escril,
which isrenowned for its savage beauty, he turned from the
view to watch his coachman, an old worn out creature,
making himsdlf a potion out of some white powder in a
paper. On inquiring, he wastold that it was bicarbonate of
da, as the coachman had "a malady of the somach”.
This bare datement was enough to rdease torrents of
emotion in the breag of the novelist. He forgot the view,
he forgot the gplendours of Portugal and became log in the

'Log of the Velsa, p. 40.
ZJourndls, 1, p. 251.
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physcal and mental contemplation of this "sck old man,
very sorry for himsdf" drinking his unsavoury beverage.
" Quite apart from the realization which it gave of the
universality of bicarbonate of soda, thisincident of the aged
coachman descending from his box in order to mix himself
ome medicine in the rain on that wild and beautiful coast
had importancefor me, for somehow it was one of the most
impressve and tragic that 1 remember for years'. Thisis
really going alittletoo far. And we cannot ignorethat this
tendency of discovering pathos or beauty in ordinary objects
iIsajournalig'strick which Bennett may have caught in his
early apprenticeship to the trade. We are further made
uneasy by thefact that in Journalismfor Women (1898) he had
written: " Lifeisdull, but good nengpapers are not dull; a
journalist hasto cresteinterest whereinteres isnot.... The
born journalist comes into the world with a fixed notion
that nothing under the sun isuninteresting. Hisnotionsarea
pathetic gigantic fallacy, but to him they arereal. If he can
compe the public to share his illusons he has reached
uicess and heisin theway to get rich and happy. Helends
peopleand eventswhich areintrinsically dull an interest which
doesnot properly belongtothem'".* Without being endowed
with exceptional sentimental force one may quite well
train onesdf to discover gparksof interest everywhere; every
journalist has to, as Bennett reminds us | suggest that this
typical tendency to find romance in the ordinary may have
been acquired, that it was at least developed and encour aged
by his training as ajournalist. But it soon became an in-
disoluble aswodation and a permanent feature of his
literary sdf. He deiberately created interest for himself
"My itdlics
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as well as for others. Like Dostoevsky, he is never blasg,
superior, sophigicated. " Nothing in life is humdrum".
That became one of the tenets of his artigtic creed, and is his
nearest approach to a message.

He would probably have mentioned imagination as his
chief claim to greatness as a novelis. However Darton
remarksthat he had properly speaking " no creative imagina-
tion" and rees to the "pigeon-hoedness of his mind".
It is quite true that thesame Stuationg ometimes, the ssame
characters often recur in many of his novels® Bennett
himself noted in The Author's Craft? that "the necessarily
autobiographical nature of fiction acoounts for the creative
repetition to which all noveligs—incduding the most
powerful— are reduced” . But of course by imagination he
meant the faculty of psychological creation or rather
exploration, "the power", as he putsit himsdf, "to conceive
onedf in agtuation that oneisnot actually in, for ingancein
another person's place’ 2 This claim, as any reader of his
novelswill admit, iseminently justified. His detarchment. his
readinessto embracethe desres, joysand disappointments of
beings mogt different from himself are admirable. He always
endeavours to put pesons as well as events, "back into
their pag and forward into their future'. Curiogty rather
than degp human sympathy is the real source of his interest
in the external world, of the famous " gugo" with which he
envisages life. "l never se a porter without giving him a

LCf. the situation of the man who hasto choose between two women
to whom heis equally attracted in A Man from the North, A Great Man,
and The Roll Call; and, among the characters, Hilda and Lois; Edwin
and Evelyn, etc.

. 63.

*Married Life, p. 112.
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hearth and a home and worries and a hasty breakfast" !
Few will deny that he owes to this gift some of the most
gerling qualities of his novds—his insght into such widely
different creaturesas Alice Challice, Christine, Earlforward
and chiefly ElSe whose ssorets no amount of autobiography
could have sufficed to reveal. It is chigfly in his description
and analyss of the " discord between the sxes' which form
the core of some of his major noves in his subtle dis
crimination between the woman's and the man's dde that
this gpecial form of imagination is ssen to bes advantage.
This is all the more remarkable as his undersanding of
women's fedings does not proceed from any real sympathy
with the woman's point of view.

This psychological imagination is of course conditioned
by a power of detachment which must indeed exig in any
novelig worthy of the name—detachment from others as
well as from onedf—the legitimate ddfishness of the
creator who pases from one creation to another and beholds
his work impartially. Bennett's humour dight, unobtru-
sve, but very real proossds from hisunimpassoned, realistic
at times cruel view of men and things, it leavens pleasantly
the somewhat heavy subgance of his more srious novels,
but isnither charitable nor good-natured. It can even be
grim, with a peculiar Five Town quality, asin his descrip-
tion of time-worn old Shushions and of Darius Clayhanger
after his sroke who "empties a spoonful of tea, though
not exclusvey into his mouth”, or in the grangdy con-
traging references to Auntie Hamps after her death in
private conversations and in the parson's spesch. " Auntie
Hamps became 'shé, 'her’, 'our 9¢a'—namdess In the

'Paris Nights. Sregts, Roadsand Trains, V.
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dining-room she had been the paragon of all excdlences—
in the drawing-room, packed sscurdy and neatly in the
coffin, she was a dnne snatched from the conssquences of
sn by a miracle of divine sacrifice’.! It has a less snigter
quality but is none the less crud when Hilda is made to
andyse Edwin's date of health " with the calm of a good
digegtion discusing a bad one' or when Darius is described
as" amartyrized perambulating gomach”. It alwaysremains
admirably accurate and doseto thefadtsin the explanation of
the subtle differences between the headlines " Death of a
famous statesman”, " Death of Blank" and " Blank dead"?
according to the rules of journalistic interpretation.

Though of paramount importance to the suces of his
noves Bennett's psychological insight and realigic humour
are not particularly original. Others though in varying
degress have shown exactly the same gifts, they are typical
of more than one Victorian novelis. But there are two
features in the psychology of his characters which are out-
. ganding and mark him out asdifferent from his predecesors
and contemporaries.

Thefirst istheintroduction of contradiction or rather of
emotional discontinuity in his characers In Mental Effi-
ciency hehad war ned usthat amother may hateand love her
N at the sametime, that a man may hate his wife and yet
be sentimentally interesed in her. The practice of this
theory is carried out in many of his noves. In Lilian, we
remember, the heroine both hated and loved her father;
Georgein TheRoll Call is at once attracted and repelled by
Lois and we have not forgotten the abrupt sentimental

iThese Twain, p. 1,236.

“Riceyman Steps.
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changes which form a good deal of the plot of Clayhanger
and Hilda Lessways. It is chiefly in the description of love,
this notorioudy illogical passon, that Bennett gives free
play to his realigic description of psychological inconss
tendes His dose knowledge of Stendhal and his acceptance
of the theory of succesive "crydallizations' certainly
encouraged him in this new method of anayss But of
course Sendhal is the great pioneer of psychological
discontinuity in the modern novel and his " crysallizations'
are but an attempt at accounting scientifically for senti-
mental contradictions. Bennett did not carry his psycho-
logical realism to the extreme consequences of Dostoevsky;
he did not display, in the admirable phrase of Andre Gide,
"des personnages qui sans aucun soud de demeurer con-
suents avec eux-memes cedent complaisamment a toutes
les contradictions, toutes les negations dont leur nature e
capable' > He chiefly made use of this analytical discovery
to proclaim the legitimacy of certain fedings which had
hitherto been denied or consdered as abnormal and
mongrous, and point out that they can coexig with others
which would seem incompatible with them: we can
experience fedings of hate for the people we love and
respect, epedialy if we are dosdy assodated with them in
daily life; it isnot true to say that the two fedings struggle
with each other and that the dronger conquers they
coexig and develop sde by sde in one of the many contra-
dictions of our heart.

The scond feature of the psychology of Bennett's
charactersis regression. Here he had no mager, he wasin
need of no model. Race, education, religion, natural

'A. Gide. Dostoevsky.
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tendencies all converged to the same end. Owing to the
inevitable fund of autobiography from which the author
must, as we know, build up his novels, Bennett had to
depict heroes accustomed to concea their fedings and even
to deny their very existence. But with redlistic honesty he
was careful to describe the power of the tendencies thus
suppressed, the secret havoc which they sometimes wrought
in the conqueror's heart, and even their occasional victory
which brings about one of those sudden psychological
changes that illustrate the discontinuity of our sentimental
life. Thus Bennett pays as much attention to what his
heroes would do but will not permit themsdlves to do &s to
their actions, he thus refers to the subconscious or semi-
conscious life of the soul far more frequently than any of his
contemporaries. The character ceesss to be one whole and
is split into at least two different and wrangling parts.
While thinking one thing, he sesks words to a totally
different effect. " 'Sheé's not so bad looking. She's mag-
nificent. Shesbeautiful’. The thought flashed through one
part of Evelyn's mind and was gone. But in another part of
his mind glowed dully and steadily the thought: 'Damn
these women, they're all alike. . . .Damn her!'"l Thusin’
the course of a conversation we hear two voices in every
character, the unspoken one being often more important
than the one that actually spesks. Bennett achieves effects of
simultaneity which are dear to the modern school of
novelists® We shall s that he even attempts a form of
interior monologue.

Yrrperial Palace, p. 570,
“This method was ussd and amplified by later novelists, in particular
by Jean-Richard Bloch in La Nuit Kurde.
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These psychological methods he applied to the many
characters who crowd his novels and who are still freshin
our minds: his heroines either impassioned, wayward,
mysterious, "suggesting the infinite"l like Hil da Lessways—
or mere perverse playthings, sdfish, unnatural, unfair,
though aways exciting as Nina, the woman who stole
everything—his younger heroes, all with something of the
Card in them, at once shy and bold, hating to look fools
and impatient to shake the yoke of authority, with a Stend-
halian desirefor risk and adventurousliving—hismiddle-aged
heroes, respectable, experienced, cautiousand slightly timor-
ous, yet with treasures of sensuous romanticism lying unused
in their ageing breasts—his old men, pompous and sdifish,
withagrimhumour and awily mistrust which istheir solere-
deeming feature—his fine old women, mothers most of them,
subtle, clear-sighted, disillusioned, and yet with something
girlishat heart and with flashes of delightful spontaneity.

We have sen what importance Bennett attributed to

charcter. which, in his eyes, was "the sole foundation .of
good fiction", and how he was at trouble to explain that
a character must be made up of sdected conventionalized
traits to leave a clear impression on the mind. Yet it i
interesting to note that his characters are far from beins
highly conventionalized as Bazac's or Dickenss. In fa
does not sdect and emphaesize essentid traits from +
ginning. He does not lay bare the mainsprings of ac

takes about 200 pages to find out that Earlfbrwar

and what kind of a miser he is. Asearly as "

taught in one of his manuals® that "charac

'Taks of the Five Towns. " Mary with the High V
’Howto Becomean Author.
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drawn, they can only be shown in action". This is pre-
cdsy what he does He accumulates the motives that his
chief characters may have to act, or he recongructs the
causs of their pagt actions, but he gives us no per manent
clue as to the inner secret of their soul. They are not clear
themsdves as to what they think or are and quite realigt-
cally Bennett preserves this uncertainty, which is the un-
certainty of life itsdf, describing them "as they ssem to
themsdves' and not as an almighty creator might know
them to be. If we were aked how these characters would
behave in given drcumstances we should be at a loss to
answer, though no such uncertainty would prevail as to
Grandet, Micawber or Pecksniff. Bennett's technique is
here nearer to that of the modern noveigs than to the
Victorians. His method is not by any means as closdy
related to the dasscal convention as he ssams to think. In
her controversy with him, Mrs. Woolf remarked that " on
or about 1910 character changed".! The heroes of Bennett's
novels did not altogether exape this universal transforma-

tion; in fact, some of them had already anticipated it.
To suhject-matter he always attributed high importance
and pleaded that if, despite admirable technical qualities,
never could fed any real degp interest in the novels of
'y James, it was chigfly owing to the unfortunate
of his subjects But Bennett's own choice does not
'd itself either by itsfrehnessor arresting originality.
sare not devoid of interest, but it isinterest of a
or dasscal, not imaginative kind. In fact most
rankly Yictorian: marriage and the relation
'es parents and children, money and wor Idly

Bennett by Virginia Woolf (1924).
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ues Truehe treated them in a spirit which was not that
of Victorian orthodoxy. But the dbsesson of Victorian
problemsisa proof of Victorianism: Butler and Swinburne
are as Victorian as Dickens or Tennyson though in a very
different manner. In the "father and son" relation however
he introduced a note of reckless realigtic courage which is
even more sriking than the somewhat oversentimental
preaching heard in The Way of all Flesh. Indeed the measure
of his (very relative) originality is the measure of his
realism. In the sodal satire of Raingo and chiefly in his
treatment of the courtesan asaliterary character hecertainly
went further (even though it wasjust a little further) than
his contemporaries. His redlism was not only frank; it was
also admirably subtle and cleverly introduced. But it was
chiefly in his treatment of money that he differed from the
accepted tradition.  Except perhaps in Riceyman Steps,
money is to him not asodated with tragedy and sordid
realism, but creative of adventure and poetry. He claimed
that "the three great modern analyss of sexual reationship
(Bourget, Balzac and Sendhal) did not really se the
finance of economics'. The way in which money could
be gained, spent, made to lagt, lost, regained and multiplied
druck him as wonderful. The mechanism of intered,
percentage, royalties, etc., was to him amusing apart from
any gross idea of worldly advantage. The way in which
various people organized their respective budgets interested
him deeply. In fact, therewasno money problem for him as
for, say, Gissng; there was only a pagime and a miracle.
TheCardisjust asunreal and fairy-likeasAriel. Thispoint
of view, so different from that of the sern Victorians,
givesoriginality to hisnovelsbut isalso a sour ce of weakness
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as far as realism is concerned; in most cases Bennett is
never so unconvincing as when he treats of money
matters.

No one however could be more passionaely over-
scrupulous in questions of credibility and verisimilitude.
This is observed in the plots of his great novels. If they
often gppear slow and uneventful it is because he feared to
make them unreal by crowding them with incidents. As
with Maupassant or Flaubert, reality was to him grey, dull,
quiet, tragic only in its very lack of the fresh or the un-
expected. In his early melodramatic novels of course he
lavishly squandered murder, rape and arson. But there is
no mean between the wild and violent improbabilities of
his early work and the anaemic plots of his great novels.
We sem to pess from the hysterical motion of pre-war
films to the slow lantern of our fathers. In fact he gopears
afraid of introducing a new fact and not infrequently gets
"stuck" so that he has to rouse himself and give his story a
move on. We know from hisJournals that he sometimes
had to stop in the course of the composition of anovel "for
want of ideas’. In The Old Wives Tale the one violent
incident (Daniel Povey's murder of his wife) is introduced
suddenly in the midst of a sluggish narrative and not alittle
dartles the reader. In some of his best dories the plot
dwindles to a mere nothing and the story ssams literally to
dagnate. This is the cae in The Death of Smon Fuge in
which the movement of the story is only supplied by a

The contrast with George Gising is striking: Gising may even be
said to risk improbability by the opposte extreme, by the reendess
perversity with which he condemns his heroes to mediocrity and failure.

Strangely enough, Bennett is not obsessad by money like Gissng.
Hisnovels, in a snse areless mercenary.
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sies of amless vigts from house to house in Elsie and the
Child—a mere successon of family-scenes in the Doctor's
household; and chiefly in Riceyman Steps, the Racinian
smplicity of which has already been commented on. This
method, while rendering it difficult to sugain the intere,
makes for realian and verismilitude as the reader always
has a tendency to discount as improbable any sudden event
of great consequence

Benndt's originality lies, not in his subjects but in the
backgrground of his novels. In How to Become an Author
(1903) he indged that the action of a novel " should spring
out of the characters and the characters should spring out of
the general environment”. This rule he observed, at leed!
in his earlier carear, and we have ssn how he turned to
Saffordshire for the pattern and framework of his gories
His originality as a writer of regionalist literature congds
firg in the very choice of the country described—a highly
indugtrialized and on thewhole wealthy digrict, yet narrow,
provincial and with asmarked idiosyncrasesasany country
town of Scotland, Barsatshire or Central France; secondly
in the markedly unsympathetic presentment of this picture
of provincial life. He longs to exape from the oanes which
he painfully recongructs In this he differs from Scott,
Sand and Hardy. Hisreal mager is Balzac, who, as duly
noted by his disciple, excdled in etablishing redations
between the characters and their surroundings and weaving
them into a smple pattern. In both writers, the choice and
the wealth of details, the photographic accuracy,and mer ci-
less realism of the description are remarkable.

It is however, in the commercial background which he
supplies to many of his noves that Bennett gands almost
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alone. Already the drape's shop in The Old Wives Tate,
the printing-works in Clayhanger were dexcribed with a
loving minuteness which surpassed Balzac's complete
though chactic enumerations. But when he comes to the
big luxury trades the Stores or the Grand Hotel, he moves
in a Pphere which is entirely his own. We have ssn how
he had anticipated by thirty years the literary possbilities
of the "Grand Hotel". In this somewhat redricted and
exotic fidd he achieves perfect fuson of the realigic and
romantic grains of hisinspiration as a novelist.

To thexe subjects such as they were he applied an exceed-
ingly minute and patient techniqgue which he would
probably have put forward as his chief claim to literary
excelence. It condds of the selection and combination of a
large number of details tending to create an impresson of
coherence and probability. All. facts which would seem to
obscure this general impresson were ruthlesdy pared off
and eiminated. No incident wastoo trifling to be included
if it could (sometimes merely by remaining in the sub-
constious mind of the reader) pave the way for another
incident of dightly greater importance which would itself
lead to the catastrophe " Everything matters that weakens
the confidence of the reader in the author's regard for
truth".! Thus he brought in the shooting of the dephant
to justify the fateful meeting between Sophia Baines and
Gerald Scales and hecausad Carlotta Ped to eat Srawberries
and champagne in order to explain physologically the
attack of appendicitis to which she succumbs a few pages
later. His attention to medical details and his frequent
description of various forms of dissesess have often been

'How to Become an Author.
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noted.! The reason is that they afforded to his plots ideal
catagrophes which could not be taxed with improbability
and which were prepared long in advance by a patient
decription of the dow progress of the dissase (140 pages
to Sam'spneumoniain Raingo).

It was to this feature of his technigue—to the great
number of details which he must kegp in mind and hold
firmly in their proper place while never forgetting their
degtined effect—that Bennett referred when he complained
of the" difficulty of maintaining theimaginative strain” in a
novel. Thisiswhy, to him, a short sory or drama, being
brief and less complex, was mere child's play. " The short
gory", he wrote, "is eede than the novel as a sonnd is
ease than an epic' 2 In fact the "imaginative tenson” in a
book like Imperial Palace mus have been terrific. No
wonder he thought the novel the highest and mogt difficult
form of art. For those who ignored this all-important part
of the novdid's trade, he had no patience. He complained
that Anatole France could not congruct anovel. He pointed
out that in her novel From Man to Man Olive Schrener
made Rabeka write a 20,000 words |etter in one night; this
glaringimpossibility render ed the book worthlessin hiseyes®

Jug as a mechanic or a chauffeur are repongble for the

Bright's dissee {Leonora), meedes {A Great Man), angina pectoris
{The Glimpse, Loot of Cities), heart disease {Raingo, Hugo), haemorrhage
of the retina {Whom God Hath Joined), catalepsy {City of Pleasure),
compression of the brain {Sinews of War), typhoid fever, gagtric dizziness
and 'paralysie glosso-labio laryngee' (The Old Wives Tale), congestion
of the brain {Clayhanger), double pneumonia {Lilian, Raingo), cancer
{Riceyman Steps), neurashenia {Dream of Destiny), ec. Quain's
Dictionary of Medicine and the advice of a number of medical friends
enabled Bennett to describe the symptoms correctly.

“Books and Persons. " E. A. Poe."

3Savour of Life.
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sdety of the engine which they construct or they drive,
Bennett felt himself respongble for the. verisimilitude of the
actions of the characters he had created. This unflinching
honesty of technique—essentia to the smooth working of
the machine—he maintained throughout his books, the i m-
probabilities and melodramatic tricks of his early novels
being confined to a very definite portion of hiswork. In
particular he applied this gift of patient and loving con-
struction to two points of technique which have aways
exercised the talent of novelists. First the,double narrative
from different or opposite points of view. The difficulty
had been attempted before, and it has become one of the
chief methods of the detective stories; Wilkie Collins in
The Moonstone (or Browning in The Ring and the Book) had
shown how it could be done. But no such close corres-
pondence of minute particulars, no sustained parallel
description of the same enes from the man's and the
woman's point of view as areto be found in the last parts of
Clayhanger and Hilda Lessways had ever been attempted.
One may think that the result is not worth the trouble; that
the correspondence is so close, that the indentations fit so
closaly into each other that repetition and futility cannot be
avoided; but one cannot deny the extraordinary artistic
conscience and the psychological power revedled by such
an achievement.

The greatest triumph ofBennet's technique lies however
in another field. He used his craft with as much patience and
tenacity as ever, and to incomparably better purpose, to
give in a natural manner the impression of the passage of
time in the course of along narrative. " To convey the idea
of the pesssge of a condderable length of time is an
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extremely difficult busness, and | doubt if it can be accom-
plished by means of a device. . . . There is no alternative
out to convey the impression very gradually, without any
direct insistence—in the manner of life itself".! This sums
up the essnce of Bennett's method which he so magni-
ficently applied In The Old Wives Tale® and it flfcay be
accounted as the finest achievement of his technique, which
none of the younger novelists, hard though they have
tried®, have been able to equal.

It remains to point out that the extreme precision and
efficiency of Bennett's technique do not imply an undue
abstraction, a semi-mechanica process of springs releassed
and well-oiled whedls running in grooves, which would
be fatal in work of realistic pretensions. His novels have
the complexity of life; there is no arbitrary simplification
about them. Bennett aways tried to conceal the elaborate
constructions of his technique; the more complex and the
more extensive were his preparations, the more he strove
to make his narrative appear casud and in fact sometimes
amost formless. This he attained by strict suppression of the
author's personality; by a careful avoidance of rhetoric and
"rounding off" effects (such as sy Hardy's fina paragraph
in Tess which canbe contrasted with the ending of Elsie)*
But he chiefly attained it by the accumulation of apparently
unorganized details. Much as he disliked the younger
school of novelists, those "new despisers of form and con-
vention" with their "worship of details" and their inability

‘savour of Life, p. 254.

2See above, pp. 116-120.

3Mrs. Woolf in Waves, Proust in A la Recherche du Temps Perdu, etc.

“The President of the Immortals had ended his sport with Tess" etc.
" She soon began to fed hungry.”
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to seect, it must be recognized that he occasionally achieved
effectswhich were not without some connection with theirs.
This is chiefly seen in Imperial Palace in which Bennett
seams, conscioudy or unconsciously, to have imitated some
of the tricks of the very school which he denounced:
"Coffee. Cigar. Dusk. Darkness. Bill-paying. The indus-
trial lamps and flaresof Creil. . . . Weariness. A tunnel.
Gare du Nord. . . . Sauwe qui peut. Hostile and greedy
glances of porters'.>  More striking still is the passage of
Chapter L X VI (Her Letter) in which Evelyn meditates on
Grade's letter, announcing the end of their liaison, Mrs.
Harbour's protest againg the "Harem" of the Rajah, and
the indigestion which begins to torment him: " | f she was
the mother of the Rgjah sheld rule the Rajah and all Java
and Morocco and Cambodia or wherever it is he comes
from.... Butl've beaten her. What awoman! An artist!
Femde Don Juan—Donna Juana—That's it. Donna Juanal
Always running around and making out to herself that she
is searching for the ideal. . . . O what a rogue and peasant
davel am. . .. I'm dashed if my stomach isn't all cold
lead. Curious the connection between mind and body. It's
all imagination but my stomach's like lead". The passage
reads like an interior monologue of Joyce or Mrs. Wool f
slightly clarified and organized by Bennett's everlasting
technique.

Bennett considered himself as a master of style. "l was
aways passably stylistic. | write everything with a nice
regard for English, | would lavish a night on a few para-
graphs'.? Critics however have often disagreed, and have

Ymperial Palace, Chap. L1, I1.

TheTruth about an Author.
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proved drangely severe on that point. Mr. Smons com-
plains of a certain "puffiness’ about his style. Darton calls
it "mediocre’ and accusss him of writing "bad English”
occasonally; Manly and Rickert refer to his "prosaip
pedegtrianism”; and Priestley flatly dedares that "he never
achieves fine syl€', arguing that his prose has " no orchedra,
no Beauty'. The latter remark warns us of a misunder-
ganding which should first be cdeared up. That Bennett
was not at firg mager of the syle of Clayhanger is obvious
from the gradual improvement and evolution which can
be traced in Anna, Leonora, Whom God Hath Joined, The
Old Wives Tale. That this style was acquired,, partly
through the influence of Maupassant, M oore and Stendhal,
that it was the result of ssvere training and sdf-discipline is
beyond doubt. In 1895 he had adopted the rule of " striking
out every sentence that is 'fin€ " in what he wrote. What
those "fing' smntences were we can imagine from the
"damnably Mudiesque' passsges of Sacred and Profane
Love' in which he tried alast and belated experiment in the
romantic "muscal" gyle (which Mr. Priestley ssams to
regret) with the terrible results that have been described.
This syle though manfully suppressed in the later years is
apt to crop up occadonaly in the later collections. "His
sirit and hers ssemed almost to coalesce into one being.
Extremest fulness of life" % It shows that this " style with an
orchestra’ congdituted a very srious danger for Bennett
and it is a high compliment to his critical faculty that he
realized this and turned away from it. It was about 1908
ashewaspreparingto- write Theold wives Yalethat the

S above, pp. 91-92.
2TheNight Visitor." Honour" . Seealo thetheatrical styleof hisplays.
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change definitely took place and the new style was born.
He was then reading Stendhal's Journal in the Mercure de
France. The resemblance between the style of the two
writersis indeed striking. In both the same clearness and
adequacy to the meaning may be observed; the same
repetitions and apparent cardesness, the same contempt for
rhetorical redundancy and musical effects. It iswell known
that Stendhal recommended reading a few pages of "le
code civil" before literary composition in order to get the
right tone. Similarly Bennett proclaimed in The Log of the
Velsa that " The Pilot's Guide to the Baltic was admirably
written, lucid, succinct, elegant” and that " it might serve
as a model to novdists', being essentially composed in a
masculine style free from affectation and theatricality, from
"embroidery and ornament superimposed”. | wouldchoose
as a good example of this style with its virtues and short-
comings the description of the quarrel in the tenement in
Riceyman Steps:

Losing what little remained of his sdf-control, Joe hit Else a
strong blow on the shoulder. She was not ready for it. . . and
she logt her balance, falling againg the french-polisher's peram-
bulator, which crashed violently into the gairs . .. Eld€'s head
caught the wheel of the perambulator. A great shrill scream
arose, the children had followed Else out of theyard . . . Jog,
appalled at the consguences of his passon, ran off, banging the
door behind him. . . . Two mothers recognized the howls of
their children____Two fathers, desperate with exasperation, but
drawn by the mighty attraction of a good r ow, jumped mur -
derous fromtheir.warm and fetid beds Two half-clad figures
appeared in the doorways of the ground-floor rooms and three
on the dairs

Else st up, dazed, and then stood up, then sank limply down
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again. One mother smacked her child and a child which was
not hers. The other mother protested furioudy from the gairs.
The paradise of Sunday morning lay shattered. The meat-
sdlesman had snse heart, and initiative. He took charge of
Else. Thehdlish din died down. A few minuteslater Else was
seated in the rocking-chair by the window in his front room.
Shewept apologetically. Littlewas said, but all understood that
Els€e's fantagtic sweetheart had behaved disgracefully__ Three
quartersof an .hour later Dr. Rastecalmly arrived. Joehad run
to the surgery and shouted at him: "I'vekilled her, sir." The
meat-salesman, having himself lighted a bit of a fire, left the
room while the doctor examined the victim. The doctor could
find nothing but one bruise on the front of Els€s left shoulder.
With a splendid gesture of devotion the meat-salesman's wife
gave her second child'swarm milk to thereluctant Else. There
happened to be no other stimulant in the house. Peace was re-
established, and even dumber resumed.

L et those who wish "orchestra" and rhythmical effects stop
their ears and turn aside. But to one who realizes from
what depths Bennett had risen, the achievement is
miraculous. To plunge into Bennett's mature style after
reading Ruskin or Thackeray islike a drink of cold water
after honey and spiced wine.

His position now appears with tolerable precision. His
method is sdlective realism groceeding a controlled
and mild form of romantic inspiration. His excellenceand
oxiginality lie in his psychology, in some agpects of his
technique, in his style. Hisis a curious position; he was in
acute reaction againgt the early Victorian novel and under -
went the direct influence of M oor e and theFrench realists.
But hisreal affinity waswith Stendhal, Jane Austen, Trollope

'Riceyman Steps, 1, XI.
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on the one hand; with Gissing and Dostoevsky on the
other. He didiked the dovenly technique of Dickens, the
sentimentality of Thackeray; but he could fed that
Meredith's psychological digressions and Henry Jamess
eaborate technique were not enough to make them great
noveligs. Towards the young writers he adopted a critical
attitude (critical of course as far as method was concerned,
for he was kindly, interested, and not a little impressed),
but he was nearer to them than he thought or than they
thought.! It isnot quite true to say that " while Wells was
an innovator, Arnold Bennett and John Galsworthy merely
consolidated the novel on its Victorian foundations and
tidied it up". Bennett's influence is undoubted and will be
permanent. He secured, by his courage but aso by his
skill, more freedom, moral and rdigious, for the novdigt;
he rendered a minimum of technique necessary, and taught
the reader not to tolerate a certain kind of cardesness or
effrontery on the part of his favourite authors;? last but not
lees he helped in the transformation of the novel and in
the advent of a new technique by introducing discontinuity
in the psychology of his characters by attempting a more
subtle rendering of the passage of time, and by making the
congruction of the story less obvious, and therefore more
artigic. n
Thus he gands halfway between the Victorians he the

Mrs. Virginia Woolf complained that Bennett was guiltie than his
contemporaries in his half-hearted realism, because he was better
equipped than they were—thus recognizing that his technique was closer
to that of the modern school.

%His position as to the necessty of technique may be compared with
that of Fielding reacting againg the formless narratives of Richardson
and his schoal; his technique, however, is subtler and less obtrusive than
Fidding's.
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liked and the young generation he mistrusted, related to
both, a mighty link in the chain of the English novel. Not
quite in the English tradition—he was too frankly realidtic,
too technically, perfect, too unsentimental for that; but so
clever, so keenly aware of his "market", that he never
broke with his public and had probably the largest audience
that a novelig of his dass and of his turn of mind ever
enjoyed in England. If we compare him with histhree great
contemporaries Wells, Galsworthy, Conrad, all of whom,
though in varying degree, he loved and admired, we fed
that he can dand the ted. Some would at present place
him lag in that list of names. And yet the final decison
of pogterity is by no means certain. Againg him he has his
large and uneven production, his middle-class outlook, his
lack of original conviction and social or metaphysical views.
But there is nothing artificial or ingncere in his immense
gallery of novels, nothing that will be exposed, exploded,
found out as wrong, impossble, hollow; and even in his
mogt forlorn books thereis artistic honesty and compar ative
technical excdlence. For he was a critic aswell as a novelist
(which the others were not) and he could s himsdf with
admirableimpartiality. Onething at leas issure: he cannot
yet definitely be given his proper rank among the four great
noveligs of the early twentieth century. And he can afford
to wait.
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APPENDIX

THE SOURCES OF THE
"OLD WIVES TALE"

HETHER The Old Wives TaleisArnold Bennett's

best novel is not certain. But there can be no
doubt that it has for many years been widely considered as
amasterpiece. When it was begun in 1907, the author sat
down to his work with the firm intention of making it his
magnum opus. It achieved success slowly, but steadily, in a
way designed to inspire confidence.® Its reputation has
survived a consderable change of tagtes and fashions and
sEms now certain to endure; for, apart from its intrinsic
merits, the novel combines qualities of realism and selection
which ought to command the permanent approval of the
English mind. With its variety of soenes and wealth of
incidents, the book is a perpetual compromise: a com-
promise between the author and his models, the author and
his public, the author and himself.? It has become and is

For sx weeks after [the publication] the English public steadily
confirmed an opinion . .. that the work was honest but dull.. .flow-
ever, the reception of the book gradually became less and less frigid”
{Old Wives Tale, Preface).

" The sagadious artist respects basic national prejudices . . . [He] can
only go a very little further than is quite sfe ... he puts into the
trappings of the time as much of his eternal sdf as they will safey
hold" (The Author's Craft, pp. 113,116).
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likely to remain a dasic. As such it invites critical analyss
and should repay dissection.

Arnold Bennett was never at pains to conceal his sources
Whileaways emphasizing (with the characterigtic didike of
the journalist for the scholar) that he "hated the awful
busdness of research”" and was incapable of it, he frankly and
amost complacently recorded in his prefaces esays or
journals the modds and incidents, which, as he thought,
had an influence on the writing of his novels. Authors,
however, should never be trused even when they least
appear to cover ther traces Thereis such athing asuncon-
sdous imitation. There is such a thing as displaying one
ource 0 as to conceal another. There is alo such a thing
aslabouringunder addusion: in April 1908 Bennett wrote'
that he was "9 influenced" by the style of Stendhal that he
began to write his novel in a frer vein as the passages
describing the birth of Congances son and the" kids party”
in the seoond book of The Old Wives Tale would show.
| defy anyone to detect in the incriminated pages any
marked sendhalian flavour.

Bennett's gatementsin thisrespect should be duly checked
and verified. The sourcesof The Old Wives' Tale, like those
of any realigtic novel on such a scale must nesds be numer -
ous and variegated. They range from mere general influ-
enoss uch as Maupassant, Moore, and Dostoevsky, to
incidents borrowed directly from life without any literary
medium (the meeting with the fat woman in the Duval
Restaurant,® Sophia's discovery of Gerald's unfaithfulness

Lournals 1, p. 285.
Prdae and Journals, |, p. 130.
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as he drives pag her in a cab, etc.?), and to more purely
literary sources in which Bennett has made use of material
which had already been prepared for the public asliterature
of some sort. It is of the latter category that | shal chiefly
have to speak; and | shall confine my attention to three
central sstions of the book: the starting-point or " stuation”
proper (the two girls in the drapers shop); the public
execution e at Auxerre; and the sege of Paris. It is
hoped that in the process something may be learnt about the
methods of the novelis and possibly about the artigtic value
of his work.

We know that the novel was conceived in November
1903 when the soene witnessed by Bennett at a Paris restaur-
ant afforded a general theme the dow degeneration of
feminine beauty into old age and ugliness, this theme he
immediately enlarged and developed by comparing and
contragting it with Maupassant's Une Vie. How it occurred
to him to give the fat woman a 9de isnot so clear. The
datement made several years later in the Preface that he
wanted to "go one better” than Maupassant should be
received with caution. But it is quite possible that for the
sske of contragt and variety he thought of combining Une
Vie with Histoire d'une Fille de Ferme which is the only
novel of Maupassant mentioned in the entry of the Journals
for November 1903. One thing ssams certain: from the
beginning one of the 9¢ers was degtined to a quiet sajf-at-
home carear while the progress of the other must be through
scandalous adventures. In fact Sophia was to have become,

This incident was suggested by an actual experiencein the life of one
of Bennett's near relatives, as | was informed by a member of his
family.

266



THE SOURCES OF THE "OLD WIVES TALE"

in Bennett's own words, "a whore and all that." He was
still of the same mind several monthslater when herecorded
as material for his novel the death of a myserious pretty
English woman from Liverpool "who gave lesons in
English to a congant stream of messieurschicsand expired
alone at 7 rue Breda after being robbed by a Spanish male
friend."| It was only much later and in accordance with
that policy of compromise which has been described that
Bennett changed his mind. But it is well that the reader
should know from what abominations Sophia Baines was
saved and how truly miraculous was the triumph of her
virtue over the temptations which besst her creator's mind.

Still, all this supplied but a general idea: the setting down
in minute detail of the widely different lives of two sgers
They had to becomeindividualized; the proper background
must be provided for their characters and evolutions. the
draper's shop, the two contrasting marriages with the shop-
assgant and the rich young fop who proves didoyal and
unworthy. | believethat thisstuation wasfound by Bennett
in a book which has not to my knowledge been mentioned
before in connection with The Old Wives Tale: Balzac's
Maison du Chat qui Pelote.

That Bennett knew the novel by October 1908 there can
be no reasonable doubt. He had already read much Balzac
in the original or in trandations before he went abroad.
After alittle time spent in Paris he could claim that he had
"read all the absolutdy first-class French noves of the
nineteenth century”.? It is inconceivable that he should
havemissed La Maison du Chat qui Pelote, which itsposition

Yournds 1, p. 153

2b., I, p. 141
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in the first volume of the works of Balzac, at the very
beginning of La Comedie Humaineand the SeinesdelaVie
Privie, makes particularly conspicuous.
Therewefind, ganding in themiddle of therue St.-Denis,
"presque au coin delarue du Petit-Lion", the" Maison du
Chat qui Pdote’, the shop of the " Maitre Drapier Guill-
aume" as precisdy located as the Bainess shop in . Luke's
Sguare. Of the daily trade and of the routine of the shop we
get some very technical glimpses, asin the description of the
last day of stocktaking which, though less pleasant and much
shorter, is probably as accurate as the soene of the "tickets'
in the fifth chapter of The Old Wives Tale. Madame
Guillaume has none of the mellow charm of Mrs. Baines,
with her "figure maigre et longue trahissant une devotion
outree . . . sa tete presque sexagenaire [ornee] d'un bonnet
garni de barbes... sa parole breve e s gestes... saocades
comme les mouvements d'un teegraphe’, but the two
wor thy ladies occupy a very smilar position in both novels.
Madame Guillaume has two daughters, Virginie and
Augustine, who immediately remind us of Congance and
Sophia. True Virginieis probably far plainer than Con-
dance, as dhe takes after her mother, "mais la jeunese
attenuait Fair disgracieux que sa ressamblance avec sa mere
donnait parfoisa safigure; et... dle eait douce et patiente.”
Physcally at least, Augugtine is the Sophia of the family:
“mignonne, gradeuse & pleine de candeur,” <he is dis
tinguished by an "absence de tout lien physque avec ss
parents' and, like Sophia, didikesher commercial surround-
ings and yearns for romance, "Augugine avait recu du
hasard une ame assz devee pour sentir le vide de cette
exigence. Elle semblait ecouter de loin les confuses revela-
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tions de cette vie passonnee qui met les sentiments a un
plus haut prix que les choses"

Wearenow sorey tempted tofind in the premier commis
of Maltre Guillaume, Jossph Lebas "orphdin e sans
fortune" "au coeur auss excdlent que s jambes etaient
longues & son bude epais” a firgd sketch, or rather a
negative print of the memorable Daniel Povey. All the
more 0 a? the vmmetry is completed by the presence of
Theodore de Sommervieux, the aristocratic young dandy,
whose good looks and faithless heart are obvioudy remini-
Lt of Gerald Scdles Much as in the English story,
Virginie marries Jossph Lebas and enjoysthe quiet, ssngble
happiness of Congance, while Augustine, who marries
Theodore againg the dedres of her family, soon finds the
emptiness of her dreams of romantic love.

Her e ends the resemblance, and it should be duly pointed
out that in those very smilarities there are subgantial
differences  But even those show how Bennett probably
concelved some of his characters in direct contrast to those
of Balzac. M aitr e Guillaume, who plays a prominent part as
mager of the shop and head of the family in Balzac's novel,
was ddiberately cag agde by Bennett; John Baines is from
the beginning of the tale a hopdess invalid confined to his
bed by paralyss But we hear enough about his past im-
portance and commercial ability to know him as not
unworthy of his formidable French colleague. The reason
for his being thus placed in the background is obvious:
Bennett wanted to make room for Mrs. Baines, to depict
as the central figure of the first book of his novel one of
those mellowing matrons, char ming though masterful, that
he ddighted to portray, as his Leonora showswell enough.
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The searchlight has been transferred from the hushand to
the wife, and it must be owned that Madame Guillaume is
but a sorry counterpart for Mrs. Baines In fact Madame
Guillaumeisrather suggestive of amarried MissChetwynd.

But the central difference lies in the character of Sophia,
Hereisagirl aspretty and attractive as Augustine and with
the same romantic longings of exape from the shop. But
Augustine proves weak and nerveess in ' resnce of grief
and dislluson. She implores the mercy of her husband's
midress, she goes for advice to her reatives, she finally dies
of a broken heart. We can understand Bennett's reactions to
uch a character. " I'll show them how a lass of the Five
Towns would behave in such drcumgances” Hence the
amazing energy and commercial atuteness of Sophia. In
fact her figure assumes new and more vigorous Sgnificance
when confronted with that of Augustine.

For there can, of course, be no quesion of belittling
Bennett's originality. Hehad lived in a draper's shop when
he was a boy.! Hewanted to introduce into his noves that
regional eement of which he was a magter. What nead had
he to turn to Balzac unless he wanted to? But the fact
remains that the general conception of The Old Wives Tale
was not to begin with necessarily connected with the Five
Towns as the entries in the Journals? show. That it was not
either connected with adraper'sshop isobviousfrom Sacred
and ProfaneLove, in which Carlotta Ped, that fir st sketch of
Sophia, beongs to the more gented drdes of Burdem
Society. It was probably Balzac's novel that induced him
to connect his two heroines with the commercial back-

'Preface.
Journals, |, pp. 130-131,153.
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ground which his own recollections readily supplied. It was
in conformity aswell asin contrag to Balzac'snovel that the
initial Stuation of The Old Wives Talewas conceived. One
lagt detail will give a further ingance of the semi-negative
character of this influence the sign-board of Balzac's shop,
"Le Chat qui Pelpte" is accorded special prominence; it
givesitstitleto thenove; it isdescribed at length in the first
pages Bennett, on the other hand, carefully points out that
there was no sign-board to the Bainess shop:," A drange
peculiarity was that it bore no sgn-board. Onceit had had
alarge sgn-board which a memorable gale had blown into
the Square. M. Baines had decided not to replaceit. He
had always objected to what he called 'puffing.” The
change is symbalic.

The material which was usad for the two other episodes
under discusson—the public execution at Auxerre and the
gege of Paris—is of a less literary character, and Bennett
himself has referred to its exigence.

He asrts somewhat vaguely in the Preface that he has
never been present at a public execution "as the whole of
my infor mation about public executionswas derived from a
sxies of artides on them which | read in the Paris Matin" .
| was able, through the courtesy of the Directors of the
Matin, who gave me permisson to consult the files of the
paper in their library, to trace the articles to which Bennett
alludes They are 9x in number and appeared between
22 and 27 August 1907, over the name of Georges de
Labruyere. They all deal with public executions, but
Bennett chiefly made use of those of the 24th and 25th of
August, describing the execution of Eyraud. He has fol-
lowed them with a dosness which is asonishing. In fact
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the execution of Rivain in thethird book of The Old Wives
Tale is nothing but a description—at second hand—of the
execution of Eyraud.

The motive for the crime of his Rivain is, however,
different. 1t will beremembered that Rivain had killed the
"cdebrated Claudine Jacquinot”, who was " a tremendous-
er-wrong 'un here in the forties' in order to "ged her
jewels and money for ayounger lady friend" . Eyraud, who
was executed on 3 February 1891, had murdered a bailiff,
Gouffe, with the help of an accomplice, Gabrielle Bompart.
It ssemsthat Bennett, to make the crime moreromantic and
justify the excitement of the crowd, borrowed its motive
and drcumdances from another "casg' mentioned by
Georges de Labruyere'—that of Prado, who had killed
Marie Aguetant, a demi-mondaine of the passage Saunier.
There may also be a reminiscence of that M artin, described
asamaquereau in an entry of Bennett'sJournals,>who had
dabbed his unfortunate protegee. But Martin, much to
Bennett's surprise, had been acquitted.

W ith the description of the effect produced in the night-
resaurants by the news that the execution is about to take
place we are back again to Eyraud and the description of
Labruyfere

Ausstat des parties sorganist. On ne < couche pas On
frete des fiaores ou Ton Sen va en bandes  Tout un peuple de
feards de filles dgpaches gands & pdits commence a
refluer versle Boulevard Voltaire et laRuedela Roquette.

Bennett now adheres dosdy to the text of the newspaper.

| .
din, 26 A 1907.
JOUek |1, p%
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The orgiagic atmosphere during the night preceding the
execution is obvioudy suggested by the flamboyant tone of
the artides. The dearing of the Sguare by the police with
the exception of the "privileges que laissaient filtrer les
barrages’ is also mentioned. It will be remembered that
Gerald and Chirac, thanks to the latter's coupe-file, are
among thesxe "privilegies'. The sadigic impatience of the
maddened crowd, on which Bennett so power fully enlarges,
the crowded cafesand thedrinking somes all isthere, down
to the ditty roared by the crowd:

Au deli descordonsde palice, la foule augmentede minuteen
minute, sauvage, cynique, cboene  Les "troquets’ d'alentour
regorgent. On entend exploser des bouchons de champagne
Et les rires des filles fusant, indecents domines parfais par un
refrain ala mode, chante en cheaur:

Levoila
Nicolas
Ah! Ah!' Ah!

The art with which Bennett adapts this detail is faultless in
its simplicity:

At intervalsthe crowd would burg out in a violent Saocato—
Levoila
Nicholad
Ah! Ah! Ah!
and thefinal " ah" wasdevilish.

Next comesthearrival of the wagon bringing the guillo-
tine, with its red lantern, the fitting together of the pieces
upervised by Deibler, the testing of the triangular blade,
the departure of the workmen and asigants who, after
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having "retire leur blouse et resndose leurs vetements de
ville* (" The workmen doffed their blousss and put on
coats'), adjourn to a neighbouring public house for refresh-
ments. Her e Bennett has made use of one further detail, of a
particularly sniger nature, mentioned by Labruyere. But
he has half-veiled and attenuated it so that it is almost
unintelligibleto thedazed Sophiawho hearsthe executioners
coming down the dairs of the Hotel de Vezday after their
meal:

Then, after an age, e heard a door open, and alow voice sy
omething commandingly in French, and then a " Oui, Mon-
geur" and a general desoant of the dairs The executioner and
his aids were leaving. "You," cried a drunken English voice
from an uppe floor—it was the middleaged Englishman
trandating what the executioner had said—"you will take the
head."

The French text makes this brutally plain:

Debler tutoie s employes 1l leur donne qudques indica-
tions " Toi, dit-ilal' Tun, tu prendraslatete” " Moi, intervient
un soond, . . . je Tattireral sws la lunette” " Et il faudra bien
qu'il y pase” condut un troiseme.

Thelagt eneis taken bodily from Labruyerewith a few
typical alterations. It isaremarkable parallel, which while
bringing out the quiet and sober artistic methods by which
Bennett improved the original, heps us to undersand the
impressve realism of the page.

We learn from the Preface that the idea of including the
dege of Paris in the novel was an afterthought which
occurred to Bennett half-way through the book when he

274



THE SOURCES OF THE "OLD WIVES TALE"

was gruck by the chronological possbilities. Of the three
sources which lay at his digposal—the Leberts, Claretie, and
Sarcey—he made an exceedingly moderate use From a
comparison of thexe sources with his narrative, his deter-
mination to treat an episode which was fertile in romantic
posshilitiesin a matter-of-fact and realistic manner ismade
clearer than ever.

His conversatiom with M. Lebert, the retired railway
servant from whom hewasthen renting avillaat Fontaine-
bleau, arerecorded in the Journals,' and, in amoredaborate
form, in Thingsthat have | nterested Me.? The oneincident
that Bennett ssams to have derived from this quarter has
reference to life under the Commune® and is insignificant.
But he may have gained from him, as he claims the
"perception that ordinary people went on living very
ordinary livesin Parisduring the 9ege’. Jud as his mader,
Sendhal, had depicted with perfect objectivity only the
minor incidents of the battle of Waterloo which his hero
was able to witness, Bennett decided to give us a narrow
and unimaginative view of the sege such as Sophia saw
and was impressed by. Only, of course, Sendhal’'s ober
pages read like an epic poem in comparison, and it may be
that Bennett went just alittletoofar.

Clareti€'s " popular work", which he mentions in the
Preface, istheillustrated edition of theHistoiredela Revolution

de 1870-71, published in 1872:* Bennett aserts that he

Y, pp. 266-267.

2| pp. 180-182.

3When Sophia and the whole house have to take shdter in the
cdlar (IV, Chap. V11, 3).

“Higoiredela Revolution de 1870-71, delachutedel' Empireau Gouverne-
mentdeM. Thierspar JulesClaretie, illustrlepar M M . Blanchart, Chiffart,
etc., publile aux Bureaux du Journal I'Eclipse, 1872.
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merely "looked at the pictures'. Thisisnot quite accurate
asheborrowed from it thedescription of popular enthusasm
at the false news of a victory on 6 August’ and some
information about the balloons, as we shall s later.

Francisque Sarcey's Siege de Paris,> which he " read aloud
to his wife" at the time, was his chief source throughout.
We can well understand that this candid, unaffected, though
deeply moving, piece of narrative was far more to his tase
than Clareti€'s over-sentimental record. In fact the dis
illusoned tone of Sarcey's book is felt more than once in
Bennett's own syle.

He owes to it a large number of details and impressons,
ometimes mere reminiscences alluded to in the course of a
sentence, which it would be too long to extricate from the
dose pattern of his narrative and to identify: the crowded
cafes after Sedan (p. 59; O.W.T., VI, i), the ambulance
flags hoiged on one-fourth of the housss in Paris (p. 107,
OW.T, I11,vi, 2),the"dinersde sege' (p. 101; O.W.T.,
11, vi,3),thelandlord'sjoke about hisdog's bone (p. 149;
OW.T., I'l1,vi, 4), the possbility of getting a decent meal
at certain regtaurants (pp. 217-218, OW.T., I 1 |, vi, 4), the
lack of fud (p. 221; OW.T.,I11,vi, 2), ec.

Sometimes it is a mere hint and it is necessary, as in the
cae of Labruyer€'s articles, to turn to Sarcey's pages to
undergand the meaning of the implication: " The fact was
that the commerce which resulted in fresh green vegetables
in the heart of a beeaguered town was notorious' (111, vi, 4).
Sarcey explains (p. 159) that a large number of "hardis

'p. 142. Cf. Old Wives' Tales, HI, Chap. V, 4 infinem.
% eSiege de Paris par Francisque Sarcey, 1871. My references are to
theedition published by M ar pon et Flammarion.
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maraudeurs' went out every day to pick vegetables from
the deserted fields almost under the fire of the enemy. But
the commerce was notorious because "ces maraudeurs
etaient les proteges de Messeurs les Prussens dont ils
traversaient impunement les lignes. A qud prix? On le
uppoe aisement,” Sarcey meaning, of course, that they
wer e oies and reported to the Germans the dissngons by
which Paris was torn. This is a good ingance of Benneit's
reticent realism.

Characterigtically Bennett was chiefly attracted to the
"market reports' and theligs of prices of foodsuffs supplied
by the Journal du Sikge (pp. 144, 145, etc.). We remember
that he gives us' the price at which Sophia buys potatoes
and other articles. He rgoices in her hones " profiteering”
and, to his heroine, the treaty of Versalles means chiefly
that her two remaining hams are reduced " from about five
pounds apiece to the usual price of hams' .2

But, in site of the frequency and accuracy with which
such detailsarereproduced, how many picturesqueincidents
graphically presented by Sarcey are ignored and cag asde
Thelegend of Sergeant Hoff or the organization of patriotic
dubs during the sege made no appeal to the pen which
ddlighted in the rise of cheese and the fluctuations of the
price of hamg!

Only twice has Bennett deiberately borrowed from
Sarcey facts which become actual incidents in his plot. One
is unimportant and has reference to Sophia's mistaken
arres as a Yy because de walked up and down her dairs

at night with a candle (OW.T., 111, vi 2; Sarcey, p. 93).
'OIdlee§TaIeIII ,Chap. V1, 2.
2Ib., ffl, Chap. VI, 3
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Thessoond ingance concernsa central incident of thenovel:
Chirac's gpectacular departure in a balloon at the Gare du
Nord. Next to the price of hams and potatoes, Bennett
sams to have been interested most by those balloons. He
probably gudied the two pictures in which they are
represanted in Claretie swork, and he read in the same book
a paragraph (p. 403) which supplies the information that
out of the many balloons which left Paris only two were logt
at s Thefirs, LeJacquard, carried "le marin Prince".
Therecan beno doubt that it isthe departure of Le Jacquard
which Bennett meant to describe. But he went to Sarcey
for more colour and emotion and paraphrased him with a
dosness which is surprisng in a page that certainly ams at
attaining high literary excdlence. Bennett expands and
dilutes the passage, adding references to the two heroes
of his tale but he kegps dose to the French text, preserving
minute details which, one would have thought, were inven-
tions of the noveid's imagination. The light of the railway
engines, the colour of the taffetas, the presence of the
Directeur des podes the sailor, the myserious figure
wrapped in furs (" dont lenom et un mystere'—it probably
was Chirac!), the pigeons, the forgotten victuals, the
message from the governor, the perilous departure—all has
been taken bodily from Sarcey. Only Sophia's half disdain-
ful, half amused attitude and Chirac's theatrical courage
remain the noveig's own creation.

Once again, the originality of Bennett is not questioned.
It liesin the conception of these two lives which through
shexr power of imagination and subtlety of technique are
made to grow, divide, meet again, and decay before our
very eyes  Without Auxerre, Paris or even the draper's
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shop the novel might still have been written, though it
would have been a very different novel. What he left in
the various sources which | have mentioned is just as
remarkable as what he borrowed. And he was justified in
making use of thexe dements to fill the banks of his am-
bitiousroman-fleuvghehad tofeed it with many tributaries.
The course and the main sream remain his own. But this
sudy has probably not been in vain. It hasat leas madetwo
points clear, two tendencies which are at the root of
Bennett's technique: first, the minute preparation of his
material, the patient collection of details so that it may be
said that, in some of his descriptions at leadt, every sentence
almost every word, conceals a fact taken directly or in-
directly from life:* the execution at Auxerre is thus made
more redligic than the first-hand impressons of a senti-
mental journalist. Lad, a tendency to sHect only some of
thoe many facts and those among the leas vivid or
apparently sgnificant; a tendency to screen them, to intro-
duce them unobtrusively, casually, to tone them down
even and make them sometimes half-unintelligible, asin the
cae of the " notorious commerce in vegetables' during the
sege, or the executioner's horrible words at Auxerre; but
they remain in the reader's suboconsdous mind and have, no
doubt, a condderable share in the cumulative effect of the
whole.

Of such dementsistherealian of Arnold Bennett made,
with its faults and limitations, with its power of illusion,
with itstruthfulness with itscharm.

The exisence of these detailed French "sources' at the back of the
main episodes of The Old Wives Tale accountsto a certain extent for
the French vocabulary or even congructions which, as some critics
havenoted, abound in the style (envel oped, deposit, disarranged, etc.).
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Hodder & Stoughton.

1918: Sdf and Self Management: esays about existing. Hodder
& Stoughton.

1920. Our Women: chapterson sex-discord. CasHl.

1923. How to Make the Best of Life. Hodder & Stoughton.

WORKS WRONGLY ATTRIBUTED TO ARNOLD BtNNETT

1896. Stephen Ashtons Dragon, by Ellen A. Bennett. Religious
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